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The President'sEmergency Planfor AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) is the
most recent international social program instituted by the U.S.
Government to combat HIV/AIDS. Since its inception in 2003, this
foreign policy initiative has dedicated $63 billion for HIV/AIDS
prevention and treatment in foreign countries. Despite PEPFAR's
many accomplishments, it continues to promote controversialprevention strategies.This paper analyzes these prevention strategies,
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utilizing social work values as described in the NASW Code of
Ethics. Policy, practice, and research implications are discussed.
Key words: HIV/AIDS, social work, internationaldevelopment,
foreign policy, ethics

Since the first reported cases of HIV/AIDS in 1981 (Center
for Disease Control, 1981), there have been extraordinary advances in the prevention and treatment of HIV/AIDS, as well
as a number of successful social programs. A U.S. expression of
international concern has been the U.S. President's Emergency
Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), which over the past five years
has provided an unprecedented $15 billion to fight the international HIV/AIDS pandemic. In September 2008, PEPFAR was
reauthorized for an additional five years and $48 billion.
Despite PEPFAR's accomplishments, its policies promote
controversial prevention activities that can be seen as antithetical to social work ethical values. Social workers have a plethora of reasons to care about PEPFAR and about international
HIV/AIDS prevention policy, not the least of which are ethical
mandates as articulated in the National Association of Social
Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics (1999) and by the International
Federation of Social Workers (2004).
On January 28", 2003, President George W. Bush introduced
PEPFAR during his State of the Union address. According
to President Bush, this comprehensive plan would prevent 7
million new AIDS infections, treat at least 2 million people with
life-extending drugs, and provide humane care for 10 million
people suffering from or impacted by AIDS. This level of assistance is unprecedented, and is the largest commitment by any
nation to combat a single disease in human history (Dietrich,
2007). In May 2003, PEPFAR was signed into law under the
United States Leadership Against HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis
and Malaria Act (Silverberg, 2007).
The Office of the Global AIDS Coordinator, which was established under the U.S. Department of State, administers and controls PEPFAR funds. These funds are distributed by a number
of U.S. government agencies, including the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID). Originally,
15 focus countries received PEPFAR funding: Botswana,
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Cote d'Ivoire, Ethiopia, Guyana, Haiti, Kenya, Mozambique,
Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda,
Vietnam, and Zambia (HIV Insite, 2007).
PEPFAR has achieved a number of notable goals. As of 2008,
approximately 2.1 million individuals have received HIV/
AIDS antiretroviral therapy through the PEPFAR program.
Prophylactic antiretroviral therapy has been administered
to 1.2 million HIV infected mothers, blocking nearly 240,000
cases of mother-to-child transmission. Services have been provided to over 4 million orphans and children affected by HIV/
AIDS. Care services have been provided to approximately 10.1
million people living with HIV/AIDS and another 57 million
received testing and counseling (PEPFAR, 2009).
A quick review of historical HIV/AIDS policies indicates
that efforts to curtail the HIV/AIDS pandemic have been rife
with controversy. In the United States, where HIV/AIDS was
first identified among gay men, issues of stigma have been
a consistent barrier for public health officials addressing the
crisis (Derr, 1998). Efforts to curtail the HIV/AIDS pandemic
in the international arena have also been inhibited by stigma
and prejudice (Bethel, 1995). This prejudice has taken many
forms, including the unquestioned perception that HIV/AIDS
originated in Africa, and that minority and impoverished
groups who are affected by this disease in the non-western
world somehow promote its spread.
Social barriers and prejudices continue to affect the way
HIV/AIDS prevention is addressed. PEPFAR has received
similar criticism for these types of controversies. By analyzing PEPFAR's prevention policies, we advance further understanding of the ethical dilemmas inherent in PEPFAR's international mission, and identify areas in which this program can
be improved upon.
Social justice is defined as "social change with and on
behalf of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups
of people" (NASW, 1999, n.p.). One of the most detrimental
consequences of HIV is its impact on vulnerable populations.
Groups who are at significant risk of contracting HIV/AIDS
include minority groups, the poor (Bethel, 1995), men who
have sex with men, injection drug users (Crandall, 1991), and
sex workers (Hogan, Baltussen, Hayashi, Lauer, & Salomen,
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2005). Historically, these vulnerable populations have not only
been oppressed and marginalized by dominant groups, but
have also faced prejudice when diagnosed with HIV/AIDS.
This frightening combination often leaves these groups with
multiple stigmas which contribute to their further marginalization by society (Crandall, 1991).
One of the most prominent features of PEPFAR has been its
focus on providing HIV/AIDS treatment, care, and prevention
to some of the poorest countries in the world. With the majority of its finances focused on sub-Saharan Africa, PEPFAR has
ensured that its efforts are aimed at serving some of the world's
most vulnerable and marginalized populations. Despite these
efforts, PEPFAR has undergone criticism for excluding some
vulnerable groups within recipient nations.
One example of a specific PEPFAR policy that contradicts
the value of social justice among vulnerable groups is the requirement that recipient organizations sign documents affirming their opposition to sex work. Although this policy does
not prohibit programs from providing services to sex workers,
PEPFAR's effort to establish itself in moral opposition to prostitution obscures the fact that sex workers are a group at high
risk for contracting HIV/AIDS. Especially within Africa, HIV/
AIDS has spread among sex workers at explosive rates. Much
of this proliferation has been linked to the migratory workers of
the trucking industry (Bethel, 1995). Major trucking lines have
been developed to allow for the quick exportation of natural
resources, and truck drivers who spend long periods of time
on these routes, away from their homes, become major consumers of the sex industry. Sex workers all along these lines are
exposed to HIV/AIDS from a variety of distant geographic locations, and continue to be in great need of HIV/AIDS prevention efforts, especially within PEPFAR recipient countries such
as Uganda and Kenya (Morris & Ferguson, 2006). By focusing
on establishing the moral "wrongs" of sex work, PEPFAR inevitably discriminates against sex workers, draws focus away
from the vulnerability of sex workers to HIV/AIDS, and excludes them from prevention activities.
The results of this anti-prostitution policy have already had
the negative effect of causing recipient programs to scale back
prevention efforts among sex workers (Dietrich, 2007). Some
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countries have voiced their opposition to this policy, the most
notable being Brazil, who rejected $40 million from PEPFAR,
believing that PEPFAR's anti-sex work policy would further
stigmatize sex workers, and make this important target group
harder to reach with future prevention efforts. Despite these
limited protests, most countries that receive PEPFAR funding
are too impoverished to risk a loss of U.S. dollars (Dietrich,
2007), and follow PEPFAR's no sex work policy.
Another vulnerable group within the field of HIV/AIDS is
Intravenous Drug Users (IDUs). In the early years of PEPFAR,
this program was criticized for not devoting enough attention
to IDUs (Morrison, Kates, & Nieburg, 2005). To the benefit of
PEPFAR, many of these deficits were corrected through the
2008 reauthorization, which began to mandate annual reporting of research indicators relating to IDUs, and increased efforts
with recipient countries to make services for IDUs national
priorities (Lantos & Hyde, 2008). In the spirit of continued
improvement, it should be noted that more work needs to be
done with needle exchange programs. Despite research indicating that harm reduction programs such as needle exchange
are effective ways to slow HIV/AIDS infection amongst IDUs
(Sinding, 2005), the U.S. Congress' ban on needle exchange
programs extends to PEPFAR programs implemented abroad
(Gill, 2006). This policy prevents IDUs from receiving an effective HIV/AIDS prevention mechanism, and permits the
disease to be spread through inaction.
The social work value of dignity and worth of each person
is closely related to social justice. Respecting the dignity and
worth of each person or groups of people means behaving in a
manner that respects and supports that group's cultural realities. Furthermore, it means promoting persons' rights to live
out their cultural realities through socially responsible self-determined goals and actions (NASW, 1999). This principle has
even deeper implications in the international arena. In international social work, dignity and worth relate to another concept
known as indigenous knowledge. Hart and Vorster (2006) explained that indigenous knowledge is a body of information
that people in a local community have developed and continue
to develop in light of their cultural, historical, social, and environmental context. A strong focus on indigenous knowledge
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often encourages local groups to invest in projects. This investment helps to promote capacity building and the sustainability
of projects after foreign funding ceases (Ife, 2000; DonnellyRoark, 1998).
PEPFAR is dedicated to supporting the unique needs and
challenges of each nation where the program is implemented,
resulting in a mandate to "(adapt) U.S. support to the individual needs and challenges of each nation where the Emergency
Plan is at work" (PEPFAR, n.d., n.p.). By establishing this precedent, PEPFAR has set itself in opposition to historical patterns
among foreign assistance programs that have imposed Western
solutions on non-Western contexts, ignoring the importance of
indigenous knowledge systems.
Despite a commitment to promote contextually appropriate programs, a closer examination of PEPFAR reveals that
certain policies may inhibit the ability of host countries to
make decisions about how to address HIV/AIDS prevention.
One example of this inhibited decision-making is PEPFAR's
general use of the ABC model: (a) abstinence for youth; (b)
being faithful in marriage; and (c) consistent use of condoms,
in all of the focus countries (Kanabus & Noble, 2007). One of
the more controversial aspects of the ABC model has been
its heavy emphasis on promoting abstinence until marriage,
despite the lack of conclusive evidence to support its use as an
effective prevention strategy both in the U.S. (Collins, Alagiri,
Summers, & Morin, 2002; Trenholm et al., 2007) and internationally (Casbarro & Jiger, 2007; Cohen & Tate, 2005; Steele,
Bukusi, Cohen, Shell-Duncan, & Holmes, 2006).
Between 2004-2008, legislation required that one-third of
all PEPFAR prevention funding be spent on ABC programs
(Septilveda et al., 2007). The recent reauthorization of PEPFAR
for 2009-2013 has removed this spending requirement, but now
requires recipient programs to provide written justification
when at least one half of all prevention funding is not spent on
ABC programs (Tom Lantos and Henry J. Hyde, 2008). Laying
aside all of the controversies surrounding the ABC prevention strategy, it should be recognized that these requirements
deny the possibility that solutions could come from within
the foreign countries that PEPFAR seeks to benefit. Instead,
PEPFAR has simply required that the ABC prevention model
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be translated into local cultures, which does not allow recipient groups to address prevention based upon local epistemologies, values, and needs.
Another example of PEPFAR programming not having
enough cultural flexibility is found in the vulnerability of
women to HIV/AIDS infection. In many of the cultures that
receive PEPFAR funding, married women are at high risk for
contracting HIV/AIDS from their husbands. For many of these
women, prevention messages of abstinence and being faithful are not applicable, and may even increase the risk of HIV
infection in ways that are beyond their control (Fleischman,
2003; Fleischman, 2005; Gordon & Vincent, 2006; Rawls, 2006).
For instance, Fleischman (2003) reported that in countries
where PEPFAR programming has been implemented, women
between the ages of 15 and 24 are at greatest risk of HIV infection. Much of the increased risk for these young women
can be attributed to the fact that there is a "feminization of the
epidemic, rooted in their economic dependency and the denial
of their rights" (Fleischman, 2003, p. 1). Women's lack of education and employment in many of these nations also leaves
them at a uniquely increased danger for participation in highrisk behaviors such as sex work, as many of the male household breadwinners die from HIV/AIDS, leaving women alone
to provide for their families' subsistence (Rawls, 2006).
During its first five years, PEPFAR made limited progress
in focusing on the cultural implications of these gender-related
issues (Cohen & Tate, 2005; Fleishman, 2005; Fleishman, 2007;
Gordon & Vincent, 2006; Rawls, 2006). In 2008, PEPFAR's reauthorization made a number of provisions to address the vulnerabilities of women in the foreign context, including micro
loans to women affected by HIV/AIDS, and coordination of
HIV/AIDS programs with efforts to improve the economic and
legal status of women and girls. Despite these improvements,
advocates continue to question whether the PEPFAR reauthorization provides enough emphasis on the needs of women in
non-Western nations. One major criticism has been that the reauthorization failed to integrate family planning programs into
PEPFAR's prevention efforts, thereby denying HIV/AIDS services at a critical point of entry (Center for Health and Gender
Equity, 2008).

16

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

The final social work value we will address is competence,
which is expressed as the application of knowledge and skill to
practice (NASW, 1999). This knowledge is expected to be based
on reliable research or practice wisdom, and drives practice in
ensuring that interventions are designed to serve the interests
of those who are most in need.
Within the foreign context, PEPFAR's prevention strategies
may have a number of unintended consequences that detract
from the competency of its programs. Perhaps one of the
most compelling ways to illustrate this is provided by Cohen
and Tate (2005), who reported on the HIV/AIDS situation in
Uganda. In this report, Uganda was described as one of the
early success stories of HIV efforts on the African continent.
This success has been attributed to Uganda's quick prevention
efforts during the earliest years of the HIV/AIDS pandemic,
as well as the transparency of politics concerning the issues
of HIV/AIDS and sexual behavior. However, in 2004, strongly
influenced by U.S. PEPFAR funding, Uganda passed an abstinence-based HIV prevention policy. As new services that promoted abstinence-only programs achieved increasing political
support in Uganda, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)
became unable to distance themselves from these prevention
strategies. This policy not only advocated for abstinence, but
also withheld important information about HIV/AIDS, and
spread inaccurate information about condom use (Cohen &
Tate, 2005).
Another example of an unintended effect in PEPFAR practices can be found in Zambia. Gordon and Vincent (2006) described how abstinence programs were pushed to such an extent
that prevention funds were restricted from being used for any
marketing and promotion programs concerning condoms. It
was the contention of these researchers that efforts to minimize
condom use represented a deprivation of information concerning reproductive health. As a result of these practices, collaborative work between NGOs began to break down because of
disagreements regarding effective HIV prevention strategies.
Another result was the stigmatization of condom use by abstinence programs. Instead of promoting proper condom usage,
messages began to circulate stating that condoms do not
work, they have holes, and that wearing one will not make a
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difference. Perhaps the most damaging aspect of this demonization of condom use was found in how individuals began to
use them less frequently, and were less open to discuss them as
a prevention strategy (Gordon & Vincent, 2006).
In addition to producing unintended consequences,
PEPFAR's strict adherence to the ABC model also appears to
be a barrier to improvement. Ironically, HIV/AIDS has been
heavily researched, resulting in numerous publications that
detail effective prevention interventions. The list of effective HIV/AIDS prevention strategies includes prevention of
mother-to-child transmission, sex education and treatment
of sexually transmitted infections, voluntary counseling and
testing, interventions for sex workers, school based education programs (Hogan et al., 2005), needle exchange programs
(Sinding, 2005), condom use (Morris & Ferguson, 2006), and a
reduction in the number of sexual partners (Green, Halperin,
Nantulya, & Hogle, 2006).
In the realm of international HIV/AIDS prevention, it has
been suggested that only prevention strategies that have established credibility through evidence-based practice should
be considered. However, evidence-based practice predicts that
a universal HIV/AIDS prevention strategy is simply not possible. Evidence-based practice embraces the reality that strategies may need to be adapted or even discarded for alternatives
that are more conducive to the foreign context (McKelroy et al.,
2006). Within each country and community, there exists a host
of socio-cultural factors that require different target populations to be addressed, and different intervention strategies to
be utilized (Seplveda et al., 2007). PEPFAR's required use of
the ABC model of HIV/AIDS prevention denies this socio-cultural reality, and may prohibit the development and improvement of prevention strategies.
Recommendations
Within the U.S., the social work community has historically played an important advocacy role among persons living
with HIV/AIDS. Following the NASW's (1999) guidelines for
social workers to concern themselves with global issues, it is
our belief that members of the social work community need to
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voice their concerns about how PEPFAR may alienate already
vulnerable populations. Methods of voicing concerns can
include: (a) advocating for change in national and international policies that discriminate against vulnerable and oppressed
populations; (b) contacting legislators and other public representatives and advocating for changes in PEPFAR policies that
are not supported by the value of social justice; (c) creating
dialogue within professional organizations, such as NASW,
about launching advocacy campaigns to address questionable PEPFAR policies; and (d) informing other social workers
about this issue to raise awareness in the broader social work
community.
One of the changes we recommend for PEPFAR is to discontinue claims about the universal applicability of the ABC
model as an HIV/AIDS prevention strategy. These claims
carry the assumption that Western programs contain the most
advanced technologies to address social problems in the nonWestern world (McKelroy et al., 2006). In contrast, we suggest
a more additive model, such as the one proposed by Tsang,
Yan, and Shera (2000). This model focuses on using traditional recipient communities to select evidence-based prevention
programs that most closely reflect the values of their local
communities. Such a process would include researching both
Western and non-Western nations for solutions that would be
most appropriately modified to the local context, and to the
populations most vulnerable to HIV. As recipient communities become involved in this decision-making process, more
symmetrical partnerships can be developed (Afwerki, 1997),
and in addition program sustainability can be ensured in local
communities after PEPFAR funding ceases (Donnelly-Roark,
1998).
The application of this additive approach extends far
beyond PEPFAR. In fact, this call for a more culturally sensitive and additive approach to social policy should extend to
all U.S. foreign social policies. It may even be appropriate to
consider this approach for use in domestic social policies that
involve different cultural groups.
A final important implication of this paper relates to social
work research. A review of the social work literature from the
past five years, the time period in which PEPFAR has been in
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existence, revealed a dearth of information regarding PEPFAR,
especially as it relates to social work. Since PEPFAR exists as an
international social policy, social workers are in ideal positions
to identify the gaps and to contribute to the further improvement of the program through research and evaluation. Social
work researchers need to focus on investigating the needs of
indigenous populations, weighing the benefits of alternative
prevention programs, and evaluating the outcomes and effectiveness of PEPFAR programs within indigenous contexts.
A couple of factors must be kept in mind in considering
the analysis of PEPFAR from a social work value perspective
and the conclusions drawn from this analysis. The lack of academic research concerning the effectiveness of PEPFAR limited
our access to information needed in order to comprehensively assess the benefits and drawbacks of PEPFAR. Therefore,
we only concentrated on issues that are important to social
workers, but may not have represented all of the issues that
are important to PEPFAR recipient communities. An additional factor to consider is that not all of the values that are
included in the NASW Code of Ethics (1999) were included in
our analysis. A number of other important points have yet to
be highlighted about the degree to which PEPFAR addresses
the values of service, integrity, and the importance of human
relationships.
PEPFAR is an important and historical program that has
provided for the unprecedented appropriation of funds to
fight global HIV/AIDS. The ethical analysis presented here is
not aimed at the abolishment of PEPFAR-in fact, we advocate
for increased U.S. involvement-but it is aimed at ensuring improved prevention efforts, so that those efforts are equitable,
just, and promote self-determination and dignity of all those at
risk or suffering from HIV/AIDS. It is important that the social
work profession remains diligent in scrutinizing PEPFAR and
other U.S. programs with the goal of improving, through practice and research initiatives, those policies that threaten social
justice, the dignity and worth of individuals and groups, and
competent practice.
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Confronting Oppression
not Enhancing Functioning:
The Role of Social Workers
within Postmodern Practice
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This article represents a philosophical hermeneutic endeavor to
explore the meaning of oppression as it expresses itself within
social work practices based in both modern and postmodern
thought. Practices based within the Modern Discourse, drawing from an authority base of scientific expertise, exhibit a disconnect between the goal of enhancing functioning and social
work values and concerns such as confronting oppression;
this disconnect must be bridged by the social worker. Practices
based within the Postmodern Discourse are founded upon the
notion of confronting oppressive narratives as their main goal;
social work values are an essential component in this process.
Key words: Oppression,discourse,narrative,modern, postmodern

Social workers have always embraced a concern for the
effects of oppression on the clients that we serve. The likes

of Jane Addams, Florence Kelly, and Mary McDowell represent heroic figures from our distant past squarely confronting
issues of oppression. Yet with the turn towards professionalization in the early 20h century and the embrace of science as

our new base of authority, the social reform impulse of social
work became muted over the decades that followed (Fisher,
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, March 2010, Volume XXXVII, Number 1
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1994; Trattner, 1999). Yet our profession is still sensitive to the
debilitating influences of oppression and we still seek the goal
of incorporating our understanding of it within our scientific approach to practice. To reliably reach this goal, one must
answer the question, "what is the nature of oppression within
this context?" Recently, postmodem practices-such as narrative therapy, the strengths perspective, and brief solutionfocused therapy-speak of narratives in society operating in
an oppressive manner. What is the nature of oppression within
this context?
This paper seeks to answer these two questions. On the
surface, this is a very simple purpose: it is a philosophical hermeneutic endeavor to define "oppression" within the paradigms of the Modern Discourse and Postmodem Discourse.
The term "discourse" is used here as elaborated by Foucault
(1991/1975,1994/1963): Briefly, a discourse is a linguistic structure (i.e. an alignment of signifiers) that acts as a template for
ordering empirical knowledge in such a way as to conform to
particular truth claims, and in so doing, facilitates the production of knowledge. It determines the possibilities of what questions are to be asked in the search for truth, and consequently,
the answers at which one arrives. Beyond simple adherence
to a particular philosophical stance, a discourse is also the
product of cultural and historical forces of a particular era.
Yet, an endeavor to define "oppression" within each of
these discourses necessitates one to examine the assumptions
(i.e. elements of the discourse) underlying these definitions.
Each offers starkly different views on the causality underlying human action. Each offers starkly different views concerning how we view our existence in the world. And each offers
starkly different views on our conceptions of the self. These
differences speak directly to the distinctly different knowledge base that supports each, and consequently, where social
workers base their authority as professionals: scientific expertise for modem practices, a critical consciousness for postmodem practices. These insights contain profound implications for
the goals of social work and of social work education.
Taking the position that oppression is linked to a suppression of freedom, this paper will first turn toward a definition of freedom. As the concern here is social work, and more
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broadly the social sciences to which it is allied, definitions of
freedom and oppression for both the Modern and Postmodern
Discourses will be chosen for their affiliation and application
to this concern.
Modem Discourse on Freedom
Within the Modern Discourse, Kant (1997/1785) offers the
most compelling definition of freedom as it relates to the social
sciences (all italics are original emphasis):
As will is a kind of causality of living beings so far as
they are rational, freedom would be that property of this
causality by which it can be effective independent of
external causes determining it, just as natural necessity is
the property of the causality of all non-rational beings,
by which they are determined in their activity by the
influence of external causes. (p. 52)
In short, freedom-as expressed within the form of free
will-is the human quality which allows us to rise above the
complete entanglement in causal determinism (i.e. natural necessity) that is the fate of all other creatures and things in our
universe. Such a definition of freedom is grounded upon particular fundamental assumptions of the Modern Discourse in
terms of the nature of causality, our existence in the world, and
conceptions of the self.
The first of these concerns the nature of causality. The
Modern Discourse gets its notion of causality from Newton
and his laws of rational mechanics. It boils down to the formula
of action-reaction, or cause and effect. While originally conceived to describe the motion of physical objects, it quickly
grew to encompass all actions in the universe; or conversely, it
might be said that all actions in the universe (including human
actions) underwent a reduction to a conception of the motion
of objects.
As outlined by Newton, each action causes an equal and
opposite reaction. This reaction in turn becomes an action itself
which triggers its own reaction, and so on. Thus a matrix of
unending and unbroken chains of action-reaction stretches
back all the way to the beginning of the universe. This is the
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natural necessity, or causal determinism, to which Kant relegates non-rational beings and objects. Understanding strands
of this action-reaction chain (in the form of natural laws) or
even tiny bits of it (in the form of hypotheses) enables one to
accurately predict potential reactions from causes and thus
control outcomes by initiating a particular action. For a human
being, initiating a particular action falls within the province of
free will.
Human beings possess reason, it is an attribute that separates us from all other living creatures, and thus, is one of the
main defining features of what it means to be human. Freedom
is a quality of reason and is exercised in the form of free will.
As outlined by Kant (1997/1785) above, free will acts as an
initiator of causes (i.e. actions) and is not determined by prior
causes. Free will allows us to act upon our environment and is
what excuses us from being wholly determined by it. Thus the
very definitions of "freedom" and "free will" are derived from
the particular notion of causality just described.
The next Modern Discourse fundamental assumption upon
which Kant's (1997/1785) definition of freedom is grounded is
that as human beings we exist in a natural world-that is, a
world that owes its complete existence to natural forces in the
universe (it could be argued, and has been, that these forces
were set in motion by an omnipotent being-but this is a debate
not relevant to the current discussion). Human beings are
merely passengers of this world. Successful interaction arises
from unlocking the secrets of these natural forces at work (by
adopting the stance of a neutral observer) and then manipulating them to one's benefit. This assumption, much contested in
recent social work literature (Saleebey, 1994; Witkin, 2001) as
well as across disciplines (Bruner, 1986; Gergen, 2006), is also
described as the stance that there exists only one True Reality:
one Reality in the sense that there is only one physical existence to the universe and one Truth in the sense that there are
only one set of natural forces defining this existence. Such an
assumption supports and breathes life into the assumption of
causality taken from Newton as described above: it is a necessary precondition for the above conception of causality to
arise.
The Postmodern Discourse's assumptions about reality
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are quite different and will be elaborated more fully later,
but a quick contrast may serve as a useful illustration. The
Postmodem Discourse does not deny the physical existence
of the universe (social scientists seek to understand actual
persons, events, phenomena, etc., not completely imaginary
ones). However, a postmodernist views reality as comprising
more than just existence, it is also comprised of an essence.
In our attempts to understand the existence of things (via
language)-this very act of understanding grants them an
essence-and thus reality is constructed from the combination
of this existence and essence.
Getting back to the Modernist stance on Reality, as human
beings, we exist alongside other living things and objects
within the same Reality. We all fall under the same set of natural
laws that guide the workings of the universe. This is why, for
example, the possibility arises in the Modem Discourse for us
to examine how an ecological system works in nature and then
be able to transfer that understanding to explain how humans
interact with their environment in the form of the person-inenvironment model. In fact, most normative human behavior
theories actively seek to ground their validity via analogies to
theories formerly established in the natural sciences (Cohen,
1994). We can also target specific human phenomena and-in
the form of evidence-based practice-develop treatment procedures that purport to accurately predict successful outcomes
(in the form of enhanced functioning).
Free will allows one the possibility to successfully adapt
to various non-beneficial situations via initiating new actions
that will produce the desired reactions. For this to happen, one
must have knowledge of the action-reaction process that is of
concern. This is where the expertise of the social worker comes
in; one either provides this knowledge to the client or stimulates
its awareness within the client. This then bolsters the clients'
ability to successfully employ their free will towards achieving the desired outcomes. This process is often described in
social work literature as successful adaptation or coping strategies (Ambrosino, Heffeman, Shuttlesworth, & Ambrosino,
2008; Germain & Gitterman; 1980; Hepworth, Rooney, Rooney,
Strom-Gottfried, & Larsen, 2005). Social workers also possess
expertise in linking the client to resources necessary to
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accomplish the desired actions (more will be elaborated upon
this point in the sections on "power" and "oppression").
The final fundamental assumption supporting Kant's definition of freedom concerns the nature of the self. The self is
seen as housing reason, and thus in turn, freedom as free will.
Free will is an attribute that is possessed by the self. It is a categorical defining feature of what it means to be human.
A bit of a paradox opens up when this elaboration of free
will is applied to the social work helping situation. We wish
clients to employ their free will, but we ask them to subsume
it under our authority-an authority derived from our expertise regarding the action-reaction processes determining the
helping situation. In short, we develop treatment plans and
expect clients to follow them. As reason is seen as the wellspring of free will, for those client populations whose reasoning
ability is somehow impaired (e.g. individuals suffering from
mental illness, or children) the temptation to subsume their
free will under our authority takes on even greater strength.
The imbalance of power that exists in such a relationship and
the social control elements that may arise from it are concerns
that have been noted for quite some time in the social work
literature (Csiernik, 1998; Demsar & Urh, 2005; Greenwood,
1955; Leonard, 1965; McLaughlin, 2002; Toren, 1972)

Postmodern Discourse on Freedom
As the Postmodern Discourse emphasizes the central
role of language and an embrace of relativity, a definition of
freedom is needed that is built upon these principles. The philosopher Martin Heidegger (2002/1930) offers such a definition (all italics are original emphasis):
Human freedom now no longer means freedom as a
property of man [sic.], but man as a possibility offreedom.
Human freedom is the freedom that breaks through in
man and takes him up unto itself, thus making man
possible. If freedom is the ground of the possibility
of existence, the root of being and time and thus the
ground of the possibility of understanding being in its
whole breadth and fullness, then man, as grounded in
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his existence upon and in this freedom, is the site where
beings in the whole become revealed, i.e., he is that
particular being through which beings as such announce
themselves. (pp. 93-94)
As was the case with Kant's definition, Heidegger's definition is grounded upon fundamental assumptions-in his
case, assumptions of the Postmodern Discourse in terms of the
nature of causality, our existence in the world, and conceptions
of the self. Elaborating these assumptions will serve to further
elucidate Heidegger's conception of freedom.
The first notable difference from Kant is that Heidegger
speaks of possibilities-possibilities of one's unique existencerather than speaking to traditional notions of causality. This
is due to Heidegger's embrace of Aristotelian thought; most
notably, his embrace of the concept of mimesis as an explanation for human action. Mimesis incorporates the notion that
one creates an identity for oneself-one's unique existenceand that one is able to project this identity into the future via
imagining how one would like to be: this in turn, guides one's
actions in the present (Aristotle 1996/c. 335 b.c.). Heidegger
elaborates this concept through his notion of being: "Da-sein is
constantly out beyond himself [sic], throwing himself forward
into what is not, disclosing it as a possibility" (King, 2001, p.
36).
Since this explanation for human action is grounded upon
identity-formation and meaning-making, it may be described
as an axiological-based causality. Axiology is the branch of
philosophy that concerns itself with questions of meaning and
value. As noted previously, a postmodernist views reality as
consisting of both existence and essence. An axiological-based
causality concerns itself with the formation of this essence. As
the two are linked, a change in essence can result in a change in
existence. Notably different than Kant's assumption, mimesis
is a causality that specifically targets human action. In addition,
free will-rather than fighting against the impersonal forces of
causality-is an integral component to this axiological-based
causality. One's identity, one's essence and existence, is made
possible by free will pursuing possibilities; this pursuit guides
one's actions.
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The next assumption upon which Heidegger's definition of
freedom rests is that we exist in a socially constructed world.
According to Heidegger, we cannot interact with things in the
world without at the same time trying to understand themhence we give meaning to things (things may be physical
objects, organisms, events, and concepts). This meaning-giving
ability (accomplished through language) is what gives things
their essence. Hence the reality of things is constructed via our
attempts to understand them. In addition, this meaning-giving
takes place in the public sphere in which contested meanings
struggle for dominance: the outcome represents the particular
cultural/historical milieu in which one lives.
This public sphere of meaning-making occurs across a
number of dimensions: from society at large, to the culture of
one's community, one's family, and one's friends. These intersections of the public sphere represented by one's unique
existence are what comprise one's socially constructed world.
The key dynamic at work here is that the construction of one's
world is directly related to one's identity. Thus, as free will
makes one's identity possible (via pursuing possibilities), it in
turn, serves to construct one's world. The goal of the social
worker becomes that of understanding the client's world, and
thus understanding the client's unique being (i.e. existence
and essence). Then it is to assist the clients in meaning-giving
actions (i.e. assist them in their employment of free-will) by
helping them to examine the possibilities of being open to
them: This is like acting as editor to their authorship. From this
process is where change in actions arises.
The final assumption grounding Heidegger's definition of
freedom concerns the nature of the self. With Kant, the self is a
universal and categorical feature of one's existence as human:
we can point to any person and state that person is human
because he or she has a self which possesses reason and free
will. By contrast, Heidegger emphasizes how one's being is
a result of a culmination of unique possibilities. Heidegger
(1962/1927) employs the term "Da-sein" to capture the noncategorical particularity of this being. It is through understanding Da-sein, the unique being of the person, that we are able to
truly understand the individual. This is in contrast to understanding things in our world, for example, a cow. We can point
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to any cow, and through employing categorical understanding,
come to know all cows. According to Heidegger (1962/1927),
to treat persons in this way is to treat persons as things.
For Da-sein then, freedom is not an attribute that is possessed; rather, freedom is a modality of being. Da-sein is continually self-creating through one's experience of freedom. This
experience of freedom is what allows Da-sein to live authentically (Heidegger, 2002/1930). Anything that impinges upon
this freedom, impinges upon the possibilities of Da-sein.
In translating these assumptions to the social work helping
situation, the functioning of the individual is not directly targeted. Rather the primary focus is to assist Da-sein (categorically known as the client) to fully explore the unique possibilities open to one's being. As free will is the modality for
exploring these unique possibilities, a partnership is created
in which the client assumes a prominent role in directing treatment-choosing from the unique possibilities open to him or
her. It should be emphasized that these unique possibilities
refer to one's being, one's identity: particular ends or events
are important in so far as they reflect this being.
As these possibilities are explored, then through the
process of mimesis a change in the client's actions will occur
which will then serve to address any problems in functioning. As way of illustration, this coincides with the strengths
perspective motto of "putting problems in their place" (Weick
& Chamberlain, 1997). The helping situation is not defined as
enhancing functioning or goodness-of-fit; rather, it's defined
as confronting oppression: countering elements that undercut
Da-sein's experience of freedom to explore one's unique possibilities. Hence within the helping situation of the Postmodem
Discourse, it is essential to understand notions of power and
oppression.

Modern Discourse on Power and Oppression
Definitions of power within the Modern Discourse can
trace their lineage as far back as Hobbes (1962/1651). Since
then, notables such as Marx (1976/1867) and C. Wright Mills
(1956) have added their own elaborations on power. Current
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modernist debates on power center upon agency models
(Ball, 1978; Dahl, 1968) versus community or pluralist models
(Russell, 1938; Weber, 1978; Wrong, 1979). Yet despite their
various differences, all of the above approaches on power fit
within the Modem Discourse, and thus, share some fundamental characteristics.
First, power is seen as a resource that is possessed (just as
freedom is something possessed by Reason-this is indicative
of the objectification that takes place within an action-reaction
causality based upon the movement of objects). As a resource,
power can exist as money, fame, political influence, charisma,
information, physical strength, etc. Power is possessed by individuals, or it can exist structurally and is possessed by organizations. The exercise of power falls within the scope of an
action-reaction causality, "Just as a billiard ball colliding with
another ball could be said to cause the motion of the response
of the latter, so the power of an A could be measured through
a response of a B" (Clegg, 1993, p. 19).
Thus in the realm of human action, power is what enables
free will to initiate an action. Power and free will combine to
form personal autonomy-whether this autonomy is defined
as coherentist (Bratman, 1979; Frankfurt, 1988), reasons-responsive (Berofsky, 1995; Wolf, 1990), responsiveness to reasoning
(Meyers, 1987; Young, 1986), or incompatibilist (Fischer, 1994;
Kane, 1996)-personal autonomy relies upon a conception of
the self as possessing reason as defined by Kant (1997/1785),
and hence, a categorical understanding of what it means to
be human. It is quite possible and common that one's desire
to initiate an action does not come into conflict with another's desire (e.g. walking across the room); in such a case, one
simply employs the necessary power to initiate the action.
However, as we exist in a society with others, it may also be the
case that one's desire to initiate an action comes into conflict
with another's, in which case, it comes down to who is able
to exert more power to make their desired action occur. This
dynamic-which involves constraining another's personal autonomy-contains the possibility for oppression to occur.
What are the non-oppressive limitations to one's personal autonomy within a Modernist Discourse? First there are
natural limitations. For example, if my desire is to flap my
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arms and fly, I will not be able to do so no matter the force
behind my free will. Since we all live in a natural world, one's
free will cannot create an event or reality that lies beyond the
natural laws that make up our universe. Next, in society there
are many instances of competition-where one's free will is
contested with another's (e.g. sports)-yet while the outcome
results in foiling the actions of another, this is not viewed as
oppression. This is because the underlying structure is considered fair and equal for all the individuals involved.
Oppressive structures arise in society when a group of
individuals (e.g. whites, males, heterosexuals, upper class,
etc.) who hold a substantial amount of power use their power
to create "rules of the game" that are not equal and fair, but
rather advance their interests over that of minority groups.
This results in the constraint of personal autonomy among
members of minority groups through limiting their access to
resources or benefits (Barusch, 2006).
Such a view rests upon a social contract metaphor (Hobbes,
1962/1651; Rawls, 1971; Rousseau 1997/1762) for understanding society. Within this metaphor, society is made up of rational agents who create this contract. Hence, as was the case
for power, the definition of oppression within the Modem
Discourse rests upon a categorical understanding of what it
means to be human. For example, taking a historical figure
such as Martin Luther King Jr. and viewing him categorically
as a human being as well as an African-American, we can say
that he suffered from oppression in his lifetime because he was
not allowed access to resources and benefits open to the rational agents of society (i.e. human beings) who were White.
As was the case when exploring the definition of freedom,
this definition of oppression has quite a bit of a disconnect
as it relates to the current dominant stance of the social work
helping situation. The helping situation is commonly defined
as that of enhancing functioning or goodness-of-fit of the
client (Ambrosino et al., 2008; Germain & Gitterman, 1980;
Hepworth et al., 2005). This typically involves a diagnosis of
problems (i.e. tracing the causes that have lead to the current
problematic functioning or lack of fit) and then the development of a treatment plan (i.e. actions that need to be initiated to enhance functioning or goodness-of-fit) (Ambrosino

34

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

et al., 2008; Hepworth et al., 2005). The adoption of a studydiagnosis-treatment paradigm is what served to unify the
various practices of social work by the 1950s so that a standardized curriculum could be developed for schools of social work
(Konopka, 1958; Leighninger, 1987; Schwartz, 1959). Hence,
first group work, and then community organizing, fell under
the sway of the study-diagnosis-treatment paradigm (Carter,
1958; Konopka, 1958; Pumphrey & Pumphrey, 1961). Within
this formulation, the focus regarding the employment of the
client's free will is that of free will as an initiator of actions.
Concerns of oppression may arise, but oppression is not a fundamental element of this formulation.
So while social work concerns itself with issues such as
empowerment, respecting the dignity and worth of the individual, the importance of human relationships, and respect for
diversity to name but a few, these concerns do not naturally
arise from the study-diagnosis-treatment paradigm that has
arisen within the Modern Discourse. Rather these concerns
arise from our code of ethics, practice wisdom, and value base
and must be imported into the core paradigm (study-diagnosis-treatment) that has been chosen to define the practice of
social work.
To illustrate this point, let us examine two examples of concerns of individual functioning that would fall within the scope
of social work concerns: Vanessa, a pregnant teenager who has
decided to keep her baby, and Nick, a six-year-old suffering
from encopresis. In understanding Vanessa categorically as a
teenager, pregnancy and the raising of a child pose a number
of challenges in the areas of maturity, economic resources, and
coping with stress to name a few. A possible treatment plan
could contain elements such as parenting classes, an emotional
support group, linkages to both pre- and postnatal health services, and linkages to welfare entitlements. By accessing the
above resources, Vanessa would increase her ability to initiate
actions to improve her and her baby's functioning.
In understanding Nick categorically as a six-year-old,
encopresis is a clear and distinct deviation from an expected
norm of functioning. A treatment plan for Nick might consist
of individual therapy, family therapy, and/or some form of behavioral-modification therapy. The goal of therapy would be
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to increase the clients' access to the resource of insight (into
the action-reaction linkages affecting Nick's situation) so that
Nick and his parents would be able to initiate actions that
would restore Nick to normal functioning and mediate the
negative impacts of his current dysfunction on other systems
of functioning.
Easily noted within the above two anecdotes is that there
is no mention of oppression. The point is not that an analysis of oppression is incapable of being inserted into the above
social work helping situations; but simply, it is quite possible
to not include an analysis of oppression. Within the study-diagnosis-treatment formulation of social work located within
the Modem Discourse, only the barest and cleanest definition
of personal autonomy is essential-free will linked with the resources it needs to initiate an action. Oppression may be added
to one's analysis of the helping situation; however, it must be
imported in by the social worker. It is not an essential component of the study-diagnosis-treatment formulation, hence, the
disconnect that must be bridged by the social worker.
This disconnect exists to an even greater degree when it
comes to social work values such as respecting the dignity
and worth of the individual and recognizing the importance
of human relationships. These values neither denotatively or
connotatively connect in any manner to Kant's (1997/1785)
definition of free will as it is employed in the study-diagnosis-treatment formulation of social work: They do not automatically arise out of the study-diagnosis-treatment approach
(this explains the concerns noted earlier that social workers are
susceptible to becoming agents of social control); or in other
words, it is quite possible to employ a study-diagnosis-treatment approach to interventions and not employ social work
values. Social work values must be imported by the social
worker, who must create a bridge to connect the two.
Postmodern Discourse on Power and Oppression
Foucault (1980) offers the fullest elaboration on power
within a Postmodern Discourse with his concept of the powerknowledge dynamic. This should not be confused with a modemist understanding of knowledge as a resource which enables
one to act in the world. Foucault's conception removes the
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location of power from the possession of individual agents and
places it within the workings of language via the apparatus
of the Discourse (Foucault 1991/1975; 1994/1963). Heidegger
(1962/1927) expresses this dynamic with his notion of "they."
As individuals we all contribute to "they," but the "they" is not
comprised of a number of specific individuals; rather, "they"
represents the discursive elements socially constructed by everyone in society.
Power gets it expression through these discursive elements-in the form of narratives-that circulate within the
particular discourse. Various elements coalesce and begin to
reinforce each other in our attempts to understand our world,
and thus, in one's process of socially constructing one's world.
In this process, reified structures arise and thus non-discursive
elements begin to contribute to the discourse. This can be illustrated, for example, by examining the concept of "private
property" (Bruner, 1986). By our society (in its present historical and cultural context) understanding the world in this way,
other concepts such as ownership, trespass, and inheritance
get reinforced. In addition, reified concepts in the form of practical structures arise from this coalescing of concepts, for "By
so endowing them with social (original emphasis) reality, we
give them a practical embodiment as well. So there is not only
'real property' but real estate agents, mortgage companies, and
even protest novels like the Grapes of Wrath" (Bruner, 1986, p.
134).
Hence in this formulation, power does not act repressively within a societal context-that is, being used by some to
advance their interests over others thereby undercutting the
other's freedom to act-rather, power is constitutive in nature.
Due to this coalescing of narratives, particular ways of understanding our world begin to dominate; hence particular social
constructions begin to dominate. This in turn creates a horizon
of understanding in which Da-sein operates. On one level, this
horizon of understanding is beneficial: it allows one to intuitively navigate one's world (e.g. one is not perplexed upon
meeting a real estate agent). However, when this horizon of
understanding begins to restrict the possibilities of Da-sein's
being, then it begins to undercut the process of freedom operating through Da-sein, and hence oppression occurs.
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Just as was the case in the Modem Discourse, some
inherent limitations occur in this construction process. While
it is quite possible to create the existence of something at the
same time as granting it an essence (e.g. a fictional novel), typically, the construction process involves granting an essence to
things whose existences have already been established. The
concerns of personal and social welfare deal with such tasks
as granting an essence to things whose existences have already
intruded upon one's life.
As noted earlier, Da-sein refers to one's uniqueness as an
individual-one's identity within the context of one's constructed world. So oppression occurs when discursive elements of the dominant discourse-narratives, or master narratives as labeled by some (Brubaker & Wright, 2006; Sands &
Krumer-Nevo, 2006)-begin to restrict the possibilities of Dasein. In plainer language, master narratives begin to define the
individual in such a way that one's essence, or worth, is lessened. As long as Da-sein remains within one's current horizon
of understanding, freedom is undercut and this oppression
will continue. However freedom, in terms of one's free will,
has the ability to construct counter narratives to the oppressive master narratives, and thus move Da-sein beyond one's
current horizon of understanding by constructing a new social
reality or world.
Such an understanding of oppression does not rest upon a
categorical understanding of the individual, but rather upon a
particular understanding of the individual as a unique entity:
Da-sein. In short, it is an existential oppression. If we turn once
again to Martin Luther King, Jr. as an example, but this time
understand him as Da-sein, we can conclude that he was not
oppressed by master narratives in society: The master narratives concerning African-Americans were not able to define
him and lessen his worth. Rather, Martin Luther King, Jr. was
able to move beyond the limited horizon created by these narratives; and through the use of free will and the critical consciousness it engendered, he was able to develop counterstories to these master narratives. Such a critical consciousness
is what enabled him to attack the reified structures created by
the above narratives that continued to exist and served to deny
him and others opportunities of a more material nature. In
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other words, it was necessary for him to successfully challenge
the essence of the oppression of his time for him to achieve an
effective onslaught on the existence of the oppression (i.e. material oppression) of his time.
This analysis does not seek to diminish the significance of
the level of suffering by those experiencing oppression at a material level. Rather, two points are being argued. First, freeing
oneself from existential oppression is a necessary precondition
for spawning a critical consciousness (Freire, 2000/1970), and
hence, achieving empowerment. This critical consciousness is
what enables one to act effectively towards seeking change in
the issues and problems one confronts. Heidegger (1962/1927)
describes this process as living authentically. It is based within
an understanding of human action springing from the process
of mimesis. This dynamic has direct relevance to the social
work helping situation. The second point is the following:
Despite the fact that Martin Luther King, Jr. suffered from a
material form of oppression, he did not allow this fact to diminish his greatness as an individual (i.e. Da-sein). This point
has direct relevance when working with clients who have suffered greatly from a traumatic event (which might include material oppression); see White (2005) for particularly apt illustrations of this.
At first glance, a postmodern view of oppression as being
existential may seem to paint oppression as being a-political.
Attention to the essence of oppression does not deny the existence of oppression; the two are inextricably linked as comprising the reality of oppression. Hence, this view does not
absolve from responsibility those who perpetrate material
oppression-they are actors who consciously choose to deny
power and resources to individuals based upon arbitrary categories. This view advances the notion that the essence of this
oppression is already determined before the actors even enter
the stage. However, these actors contribute towards perpetrating the existence of oppression. It is an immoral act chosen
by these individuals. It is merely the expression or form that
the oppression will take that is determined by the essence of
the historical and cultural time period. Furthermore, a focus
upon the essence of the oppression of our times also opens up
the possibility of describing oppression along finer gradations:
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such as the movement by recent authors to describe "privilege"
as an unconscious contribution to the oppression of our times
(Lucal, 1996; Rothenburg, 2005; Wildman, Armstrong, Davis,
& Grillo, 1996); or how a policy such as social security (e.g.
old age insurance) contains both racist and sexist elements due
to its conception of justice being wed to a private insurance
model (Barusch, 2006).
When turning to the social work helping situation, social
work practices that are inspired by postmodern thought-such
as the strengths perspective, narrative therapy, and brief solution-focused therapy-ground themselves upon the following:
future-oriented thinking reflective of mimesis; the stance of the
client as expert, hence an emphasis upon the uniqueness of
the individual within one's socially constructed world; and the
goal of helping the client move beyond their current horizon
of understanding by developing goals and counter-stories that
help spawn a critical consciousness (De Shazer et al., 2007;
Saleebey, 2006; White & Epston, 1990). Thus for these practices,
the social work helping situation takes on a definition of targeting and confronting existential oppression as the means to
promote desired change.
This process can be illustrated using the two examples provided earlier: Nick, a 6 year old suffering from encopresis, and
Vanessa, a pregnant teenager who has decided to keep her baby.
As you will recall, within the Modern Discourse the treatment
interventions arrived at for Nick and Vanessa did not need
to include an analysis of oppression. Within the Postmodem
Discourse, an analysis of oppression is an essential element in
the development of treatment interventions.
White (White & Epston, 1990) provides the case study of
Nick in his book on narrative therapy. This case study provides
a good illustration of how a master narrative that usually is
supportive becomes oppressive due to the unique situation of
the client. The master narrative oppressing Nick is that "good
boys" do not soil their pants when they are six years old (at
a categorical level, this is an expected norm of society with
which few would disagree). Additionally, the master narrative
oppressing Nick's parents is that "effective parents" are able to
teach their child proper control. When these clients approach
White, their identities are being dominated by these narratives:
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Nick sees himself as "broken" and undeserving of his parent's
love; Nick's parents see themselves as "failures," disempowered to affect the situation.
To better understand the following application of narrative
therapy to the case study of Nick, a brief digression into defining narratives might be helpful. A narrative contains both
constituent events and supplementary events (Abbott, 2002).
Constituent events ("nuclei") are the bare-bones events of the
story; they are all necessary to the story to make the story what
it is (in the case study above of Nick, these would be his incidents of soiling his pants). Supplementary events ("catalyzers") are not necessary for the story's existence, yet their inclusion dramatically affects the overall meaning of the narrative.
Postmodern practices focus upon questioning supplementary
events that undercut the client's self-worth (e.g. various failures
of Nick and his parents) and in turn focus upon the inclusion
of supplementary events (e.g. strengths, successes) that seek
to promote the client's self-worth, reinforce his or her sense of
personal agency, and thus draw upon the causal mechanism of
mimesis to engender a change in the client's actions.
The first step White (White & Epston, 1990) takes is to help
Nick and his parents build counter-stories to the above narratives by getting them to redefine what it means to be a "good
boy" and an "effective parent." He helps these clients accomplish this by getting them to externalize the problem of encopresis-in effect, excising it from each one's identity. Via this
mechanism, the encopresis no longer defines the "true" Nick;
rather it becomes a foe that "true" Nick battles against-a foe
seeking to dominate his identity by influencing his actions.
Successes in resisting this influence, however small, are highlighted and form the seeds of his counter-story. This is accomplished by combining the constitutive elements of his narrative (soiling his pants) with consciously chosen supplementary
events (his successes in resisting this urge) to build a story line
positively reinforcing his identity as a good boy (one who
fights against these urges). He becomes a hero valiantly struggling against the foe of encopresis.
The critical consciousness that arises within Nick via this
process enables him to build upon these successes-thus
through the causal mechanism of mimesis, Nick is able to
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change his behavior and steadily decrease the frequency of
his "incidents" to the point where they eventually disappear
altogether. The parents do the same, seeking to resist its negative influence upon their actions as parents. Important to the
success of the above approach is that Nick is not viewed categorically as "a six-year-old" and his parents are not viewed categorically as "parents of a six-year-old." The categorical views
of Nick ("normal" six-year-olds do not soil their pants) and
his parents ("effective" parents correctly potty-train their children) are what is exerting oppression upon entering treatment.
By viewing each as Da-sein, the definition of a "good" boy and
"good" parents can arise out of their particular context.
When examining the helping situation of Vanessa as outlined by Brubaker and Wright (2006), we see the same dynamic
concerning a master narrative. A master narrative that categorically few in our present society would argue against-"good,
responsible teenagers" do not become pregnant-serves to
undercut Vanessa's worth. Again, the social worker begins
by helping Vanessa build a counter-story to redefine what it
means to be a "good, responsible teenager" by helping her
embrace her new identity: a "good, responsible teenager" is
one who is able to be a "good, responsible mother." A "good,
responsible mother" reflects what Vanessa would like to be
(hence her actions will be guided by mimesis); and it is incumbent upon the social worker to believe in the client, and hence,
reinforce this belief in Vanessa. As Brubaker and Wright (2006)
demonstrate, since Vanessa's counter-story represents a social
construction (and hence is negotiated in the public sphere), the
success of this counter-story is greatly facilitated when it arises
within the context of a caring relationship (with the social
worker, family, friends, etc.); through a caring relationship, the
people in Vanessa's life communicate to Vanessa, "I see you
this way, too" (i.e. as a good mother).
Next, the social worker assists Vanessa in building towards
her new identity by providing her with linkages to services that
reinforce her identity as a "good, responsible mother." These
could include such things as parenting classes, an emotional
support group, linkages to both pre- and postnatal health
services, and linkages to welfare entitlements. As noted, the
services offered to Nick (family therapy) and Vanessa remain
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similar between the Modem and Postmodern approaches. This bears repeating: The services offered to Nick and
Vanessa remain similar between the Modern and Postmodem
approaches; however, it requires a huge paradigm shift in consciousness on the part of the social worker to move between the
two. When we view Vanessa and Nick categorically, narratives
such as "good boys don't soil their pants" and "good teenagers don't become pregnant" seem innocuous, merely reflecting
the reality of a desired norm. It is only when we view Nick and
Vanessa as Da-Sein that the oppressive nature of these narratives become apparent.
Hence, this approach has at its core that of confronting
existential oppression. Thus an analysis of oppression is fundamental to this approach (as contrasted to practices based
within the Modem Discourse, where it is not). In addition, this
approach also relies heavily upon social work values such as
respecting the dignity and worth of the individual and maintaining the importance of human relationships. As explained
above, a caring relationship is essential in helping the client to
build a counter-story. Consequently, this integrally supports
free will as defined by Heidegger (2002/1930) as it helps Dasein (i.e. the client) move beyond the current horizon of understanding and reach new possibilities of existence. In addition,
this approach requires that one view the client as a unique individual (i.e. Da-sein) rather than categorically. By viewing the
client as a unique individual and by confronting existential oppression which seeks to undercut his or her worth, one must
necessarily respect the dignity and worth of the client.
Conclusion
The most telling feature of the above analysis is that social
work services themselves may easily remain little changed
between practices supported by the Modem Discourse and
those supported by the Postmodern Discourse. The huge difference lies in the consciousness of the social worker. The social
work practices supported by the Modem Discourse require the
social worker to adopt a techno-rational consciousness. Such
a consciousness is necessary to view the world as a series of
action-reaction processes, and consequently, manipulate the
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action-reaction process to the client's benefit. Furthermore,
this has implications for how we conceive of our profession's
base of authority (i.e. how we present our knowledge as
professionals). The techno-rational consciousness-in the form.
of scientific expertise-becomes the social work authority base,
as this knowledge helps one understand the action-reaction
processes taking place that influence human behavior. Thus,
this in turn calls for an education heavily grounded upon the
social sciences.
The social work practices supported by the Postmodern
Discourse require the social worker to adopt a critical consciousness. This critical consciousness views each client as
creating his or her own world and views human action as
springing from the social construction process-hence, an understanding of how power influences the construction process
for the client is vital. A much different authority base arises
from this paradigm. This critical consciousness-in the form
understanding existential oppression-becomes the social
work authority base, as this knowledge is necessary to view
and open possibilities for the client, the pursuit of which underlies human action. Consequently, this calls for an education
with greater emphasis upon the humanities, such as philosophy, history, and cultural studies.
Fluency in only one of the above discourses leads to much
misunderstanding and mistrust of practices based within the
other. Not surprisingly, they are often viewed as lacking a
sound authority base. As our broader society is still heavily
grounded within the Modem Discourse, such critiques most
commonly occur by those firmly rooted within our Modern
Discourse (as embracing a Postmodern Discourse requires one
to move beyond an initial anchoring in the Modern Discourse).
It is telling that Saleebey's (2006) book outlining the strengths
perspective, now in its fourth edition, still contains a chapter
addressing how its practices are misinterpreted.
Practices based within postmodern thought represent
more than just a current fad. They represent a fundamental
shift in consciousness on how we view ourselves in the world.
Just as the strong embrace of science by our profession in the
early part of the 20* century required a shift in consciousness,
so too does this recent challenge to social work. The shift to
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science expanded our profession's authority base from being
based solely upon moral authority (where we still ground our
social work values) to include a base of authority in scientific
expertise as well. While the two sometimes clashed, few would
argue against the claim that this move strengthened our profession-as evidenced by the continued growth of our profession throughout the century.
Today's challenge for social work educational programs is
to fully embrace the new shift in consciousness presented by
postmodern thought. Doing so expands our authority base to a
third area-critical consciousness. While such an embrace may
cause clashes with our grounding in scientific expertise, these
clashes represent a healthy debate. In the end, such a move
will not only strengthen our profession, but it will also serve to
further distinguish its legitimacy from allied disciplines in the
social sciences.
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Exploring Homeowner Opposition
to Public Housing Developments

JOANNA DUKE

Arizona State University
School of Public Affairs
This paper examines the beliefs and attitudes of homeowners in
two receiving communities of public housing units. Opposition to
housing mobility programs is generally attributed to fear offalling
property values and increased crime rates. Given the spatial and
redistributive nature of the programs, this paper proposes and explores space and liberty-basedideologies as causes ofdormant opposition persistingbeyond relocation. Survey data were collectedfrom
two neighborhoods where developments containing public housing
were located. Results indicate that ideologies about space and liberty are important to understandingreceiving community opposition as well as the extent to which members of the receiving communityfeel that public housing residentsare part of their community.
Key words: Housing, NIMBY-ism, Mobility

Over the past several decades, public housing and, in particular, the placement of public housing has been a major point
of contention in the United States. For decades, the federal government had sanctioned neighborhood exclusionary behavior
with discriminatory housing policies (Lipsitz, 1998; Massey &
Denton, 1993; Goetz, 2003). In the 1960s, it began to reverse
its own actions by promoting fair housing policies and integration, which made resistance to change inevitable (Goetz,
2003). Over the last several decades, mobility programs,
programs that aim to give public housing residents the opportunity to move out of desolate, low income neighborhoods, were
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implemented as a result of litigation and the recognition that
impoverished neighborhoods can detrimentally impact residents' lives (Wilson, 1987; Ellen & Turner, 1997; Jenks & Mayer,
1990). Responses from individuals in receiving communities of
public housing residents or public housing developments have
included protesting at town meetings, forming picket lines,
submitting angry editorials to the local newspapers, and, in
rarer instances, violent or criminal activity (Galster, Santiago,
& Pettit, 2003; Goetz, 2003). Most of the opposition has played
out in the media. There has been little empirical research conducted on the beliefs and attitudes of members of the receiving
community with regard to entering public housing residents.
By examining how individuals from the receiving communities perceive different characteristics of the entering community and mobility programs, empirical insight into opposition
may emerge that can inform policy implementation.
The present study is an exploratory examination of middle
class homeowners' aversion to public housing residents postrelocation. The focus is on public housing relocations that took
place in two Texas cities, Dallas and Fort Worth. In the Dallas
case, the relocation consisted of a court mandate to locate a
public housing development in an affluent, predominately
white neighborhood. The Fort Worth case consisted of voluntary desegregation; the Fort Worth Housing Authority purchased an existing market rate development in an affluent
neighborhood and allocated units as replacement housing for
a razed, downtown public housing development.
In general, the main assumption underlying dispersal
programs is that low-income residents who move into mixed
income housing will be better off. That is, most of the benefits intended by the programs are based on low-income residents living in proximity to more economically comfortable
residents. Mixed income housing can include developments
such as HOPE VI projects (where low-income residents live
within the same development as market-rate residents), scattered-site housing (where assisted developments are located
in affluent neighborhoods), and mobility programs (where
residents use housing vouchers to move to less impoverished
neighborhoods) [Kleit, 2005]. For the conceptual purposes of this study, mixed income housing is viewed with an
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encompassing definition of low-income residents living in low
poverty neighborhoods. The present research is focused on a
public housing development located in an affluent neighborhood (Dallas) and a market-rate development containing a
small proportion of public housing units (Fort Worth).
Generally, the literature notes that the receiving community residents' fears about low income housing relocating to
their neighborhood include falling property values and high
crime rates (Galster, Santiago, & Pettit, 2003; Briggs, Darden,
& Aidala, 1999). Decades of literature on residential segregation lends support to prejudice and discrimination as causes
of opposition to housing integration. While these explanations
are important, this paper proposes and explores an additional cause for opposition, an ideological mismatch between the
beliefs of the homeowners in the receiving community and the
ideology underlying mobility programs in general. An ideological mismatch might provide additional insight into why
opposition persists beyond other fears that homeowners have,
which might be especially pertinent post-integration.
The purpose of this work is to examine the beliefs and attitudes of homeowners with regard to the deconcentration of
poverty through mobility programs. The research question
is "how do the receiving homeowners' existing beliefs about
liberty and spatial rights relate to their support of mobility programs and feelings about low-income residents as neighbors?"
By studying the beliefs and attitudes of homeowners, it may
be possible to gain a better understanding of why NIMBY-ism
(not-in-my-backyard) occurs in middle class neighborhoods in
relation to mobility programs. One reason this perspective is
important is the impact of political pressures caused by NIMBYism on mobility program implementation. Several researchers
have noted that mobility programs are greatly limited in who
they help, due to strict screening criteria (Goetz, 2003; Popkin,
Buron, Levy, & Cunningham, 2000). The screening is driven
by receiving community members' fears, and some contend
that screening and strict oversight of properties is necessary in
order to keep programs politically viable (Galster et al., 2003).
Other strategies for placating economic integration-based fears
have been attempts at seamless integration through design elements that make it difficult to tell which units are subsidized
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(Talen, 2006; Brophy & Smith, 1997). Dispersal programs that
employ these designs may not address the underlying causes
of opposition. By studying opposition to low income housing
units or residents, strategies for mitigating conflict, rather than
placating it with stringent oversight, may emerge.
Why NIMBY-ism?
Before proposing additional causes for homeowner opposition, it is useful to review theories and research that have
dominated the literature. There are several causes for opposition that are mentioned in the literature, including concerns
about property values and crime rates and racial discrimination. Before policy implementation, the receiving community
envisions increased crime rates, decreases in property values
and threats to the "social fabric" of community (Briggs et al.,
1999). Briggs et al. (1999) analyzed real estate data in Yonkers,
New York and conducted phone surveys of households near
seven scattered public housing sites as well as households
farther from the sites. They asked homeowners questions that
concerned their plans to move, reasons for moving, sense of
community, and satisfaction with their neighborhoods. While
they did find that NIMBY-ism was common, not only racebased, but class-based, they did not share the sense of impending doom spouted by protesters. The data suggested that the
sales and prices of houses near the sites were typical of those of
the entire city. Further, the responses of homeowners near the
sites did not suggest that people were unhappy with neighborhoods and the majority of respondents even recommended
their neighborhood to others.
Galster et al. (2003) did a comprehensive review of receiving community studies. Their research found that in more affluent neighborhoods, deconcentrated poverty did not significantly impact the neighborhood as long as reconcentration did
not occur, while more vulnerable neighborhoods, those with
low to moderate house values that had already been steadily
declining in the past decade, were more inclined to have negative effects. Residents in vulnerable neighborhoods were more
concerned with the effects of subsidized housing. Interestingly,
residents in the least vulnerable areas were either not aware
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of the Section 8 housing or were not concerned that Section
8 housing could impact their neighborhood significantly. For
the most part, studies of receiving communities indicate that
mixed-income housing is generally not detrimental to receiving communities in terms of property values, crime rates, and
neighborhood satisfaction.
In addition to potential neighborhood impact, racial discrimination may contribute to opposition. Persistent opposition to low-income neighbors may be grounded in residential segregation typical of middle class neighborhoods in the
U.S. Scholars have proposed several hypotheses for persistent
segregation that involve residential preferences, that is, the
preference to maintain predominately white neighborhoods.
It lends itself to reason, then, that relocating public housing
residents, who are disproportionately minorities, would
evoke similar opposition. Although there are a few hypotheses about what has sustained neighborhood segregation, the
predominant cause stated in the literature to date is prejudice
and race-based discrimination (Dawkins, 2004). For instance,
an early study by Farley, Schuman, Bianchi, Colasanto, &
Hatchett (1978) showed respondents living in Detroit's inner
city suburbs cards diagramming hypothetical neighborhoods
with varying amounts of black and white households. Results
indicated that Blacks preferred to live in integrated neighborhoods, while Whites generally preferred "segregated neighborhoods" no more than 30 percent Black. Bobo and Zubrinsky
(1996) conducted a partial replication of the Farley et al. (1978)
study almost 20 years later with data from the Los Angeles
area. They included interviews with Latinos and Asians in addition to Blacks and Whites. Their results also supported the
hypothesis that racial segregation is caused by discrimination
and prejudice. This was especially the case for Blacks, who
were at the bottom of the hierarchy when respondents were
asked to rank potential neighbors by whom they would prefer
to live. More recent studies have found similar results, such as
Ihlanfeldt and Scafidi (2004) who concluded that Whites' preferences for predominately white neighborhoods were greatly
associated with racial composition.
Although the neighborhood segregation literature may
lend support to race-based opposition to mobility programs
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stemming from neighborhood preferences, it is important to
note that there are significant differences between racial and
economic integration that pose different issues for policymakers. Public housing relocation programs do not threaten to "tip
the scales" to any significant degree, as there are relatively few
public housing residents actually relocated (Goetz, 2003). Thus,
previous racial integration studies, which focused on preferred
neighborhood compositions, do not apply as well in the case
of economic integration. In terms of race-based discrimination
causing opposition to mobility programs, it may be more appropriate to understand homeowners' attitudes toward race
and class, rather than neighborhood racial preferences.
Opposition based on individual characteristics, such as race
or income, may also inhibit the degree that residents interact
post-relocation. One assumption underlying mobility policy
is that social interaction will occur between different income
groups in mixed income settings (Kleit, 2005). Allport's (1954)
contact theory assumes that different racial groups living sideby-side helps decrease prejudice. The necessary conditions for
contact theory to be applicable to economic integration may not
exist (Yinger, 1986; Kleit, 2001). Wittig and Grant-Thompson
(1998) point out that contact theory has specific conditions that
must be met in order for it to be successful, such as "equal
status of respondents within situation," "cooperative interdependence among respondents across groups," and "individualized contact having the potential for friendships across
groups" (p. 798). Mixed income housing does not generally
meet these conditions, and thus, whether individuals in the receiving communities would consider public housing residents
part of their community is questionable.
The extent to which opposition and social integration
occurs in programs that promote economic integration may
depend on the beliefs and attitudes of receiving communities.
Beyond initial fears of property damage, racial discrimination,
and attitudes about race and class, what else could be sustaining opposition to public housing relocation? There is definitely
reason to believe that all of the above reasons for NIMBY-ism
would apply to housing mobility programs, but the forced
nature of the integration and the spatial redistribution it entails
adds additional explanations for opposition.
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ProposedFrameworkfor Opposition
The concerns and opposition of the receiving community
may be indicative of an ideological mismatch between mobility programs and beliefs homeowners have about liberty and
spatial rights. Goering (2003) discusses the complex situation
involved in the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) program in
Baltimore County, which moved public housing residents into
low poverty neighborhoods with vouchers.
To many white residents, MTO was an act of
governmental unfairness. Seen by the minority poor,
MTO and other assistance programs were but modest
down payments toward correcting the racial bias
they had experienced; experiences invisible to many
of their fellow white Baltimore residents (Feagin &
Sikes, 1994). HUD planners and administrators had
no tools with which to redress such deep tensions and
misunderstanding. (Goering & Feins, 2003, p. 51)
Homeowners who believe government should correct past
injustices to minority poor may support mobility programs,
while homeowners who see the programs as an unfair government act will oppose them. Given the negligible impact the
programs have on the more affluent neighborhoods, it makes
sense to look beyond the traditional integration concerns and
address the broader issues that concern individuals related to
social welfare.
Liberty. Two schools of thought on the meaning of liberty
are used to conceptualize the beliefs that government actions
in the case of mobility programs are fair or unfair. The dichotomous concepts of liberty as "liberty to" and "liberty from," are
respectively referred to by scholars as positive and negative
liberty (Berlin, 1962). Negative liberty, labeled "negative" due
to its lack of government intervention, is based on Mill's (1879)
classic belief that government should be limited to exerting
power over individuals solely in the case of preventing harm.
In contrast, positive liberty is a more proactive definition of
liberty, which requires active intervention by government to
help individuals overcome barriers to pursuing liberty (Stone,
2002). As is playing out in current housing policy, when the
"negative" and the "positive" perspectives coincide, there is
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inevitably conflict.
Spatial rights. The different conceptions of liberty play a
pertinent role in analyzing beliefs about housing policy and
mobility programs, yet the concept does not address the spatial
nature of the program. Moreover, individual factors such as
class and race may not account for the sociospatial implications
of mobility programs. Purcell (2001) contends that homeowner activism is motivated by more than just individual factors.
"Homeowners do not see their project as designed to maintain
a certain class, race, or gender regime in the city. Rather, they
see it as a struggle over space" (Purcell, 2001, p. 178). He examined the spatial dimension of opposition and argued that
homeowners reacted to proposed physical changes in their
surroundings and the ideas and feelings they associated with
what they believed their surroundings should have looked
like. Purcell's (2001) contention can be applied to the opposition often instigated by housing mobility programs in terms of
the rights homeowners believe they have to space.
"Right to the city," which can be expanded to include "right
to the suburb," is a theoretical concept proposed by Lefebvre's
manifesto and is useful to this study in that it focuses on what
individuals believe about their spatial rights versus the rights
of others. There are three dimensions to the right. The first
dimension, diversity, is perhaps most pertinent to neighborhood studies (Duke, 2009). As discussed earlier, one proposed
cause of segregation is that many Whites prefer to live in homogeneous neighborhoods. Attitudes toward diversity and
the desire to maintain homogeneous spaces might inhibit the
acceptance of low-income residents. The second dimension is
"the right to appropriate urban space" (Purcell, 2003, p. 577).
Appropriation refers to the right to utilize the city's use value
without the city's exchange value taking precedence (Purcell,
2003). The use value of a city is its creative, imaginative uses
by the residents, which often take place in public spaces
within a city. The exchange value is space that has been privatized and is generally seen as an investment in the real estate
market (Logan & Molotch, 1987). This dimension of the right
considers whether homeowners place a higher value on their
property values over communal access to neighborhood amenities and space.
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The third part of the right to the city is "the right to participate centrally in the production of urban space" (Purcell,
2003, p. 577). Lefebvre believed that all residents, especially
low-income residents, should have a significant, central role
in decision-making. The extent to which low income housing
individuals are able to participate in a low poverty neighborhood may depend on their neighbors' believing they have the
right to participate.
Methodology
The selected neighborhoods contained residents who vehemently opposed public housing residents moving into the
apartment complexes adjacent to their homes. In both the
Dallas and Fort Worth sites the opposition received great publicity. Although relocation occurred throughout the cities, the
chosen sites contained a development which was integrated
into a neighborhood with predominantly single family homes.
Other relocation sites were either remote or were in high
poverty locations.
Fort Worth, TX. In 2001, the residents of a downtown Fort
Worth Housing Authority (FWHA) public housing development were dispersed into other areas of the city. The current
study takes place in the most affluent neighborhood to which
residents could have relocated. FWHA purchased an apartment complex and designated 58 (out of 583) units for public
housing. Some of the surrounding homeowners tried in vain
to stop the purchase. The complex remains a market-rate
complex and most closely resembles the HOPE VI model of
mixed income housing, in that different income groups live
within the same development and there is no way of distinguishing between public housing and market-rate units. This
study takes place three years after relocation.
Dallas, TX. In 1987 seven women filed a suit against the
Dallas Housing Authority (DHA), claiming that the DHA was
purposefully segregating Dallas public housing. The infamous
Walker case (Anderson, 2004) instigated a legal battle that
lasted over 10 years. In accordance with the decree, DHA found
a location for townhouses in an affluent, predominately white
neighborhood. Over 1,000 homeowners, with the support of
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then U.S. House Majority Leader Dick Armey (R-Irving), sued
and enjoined construction. The decision was eventually overturned in a higher court, and the townhouses (76 family units)
were completed. The townhouses differ from the Fort Worth
complex in that they are more of a scattered site development
consisting entirely of assisted housing surrounded by homeowners and market-rate developments. Another important
difference between the sites is that many of the homeowners
surrounding the Fort Worth complex lived in gated communities, while none of the surveyed Dallas homeowners lived
behind gates. This study takes place eight years post-relocation. Unfortunately, this study could not include a pre-test of
what the homeowners' beliefs and attitudes were before the
relocation. Rather, the present study is a snapshot of the homeowners' perspectives about the mobility program, years later.
The participants of the study were 153 homeowners in two
Fort Worth and Dallas neighborhoods where public housing
replacement units had been located. Cross-sectional data were
collected through mail surveys. An anonymous mail survey was
considered most appropriate for this research in order to elicit
honest responses and minimize the tendency of respondents to
write socially acceptable responses. A total of 600 surveys were
sent-300 to Dallas and 300 to Fort Worth. Surveys were sent
to households within 600 meters of a development in the Fort
Worth neighborhood and to households within 700 meters of a
development in Dallas. The sample was not random, and thus
prohibits generalization to other homeowners.
All street names within a certain area around the housing
development were entered into a spreadsheet. In order to get
a variety of households from different streets, half of the homeowners from each street were selected. For example, if there
were 10 houses listed on "Street A," the first five names were
selected. This was done until the target number (300) was
achieved. In Dallas there were not as many houses surrounding the complex, so additional houses were added from the
original streets until the sample was even.
A total of 153 surveys were returned, yielding an overall
response rate of 26 percent. More Fort Worth residents (86)
returned surveys than Dallas (67), yielding a sample that
weighted slightly more to Fort Worth (56%). It is unclear how
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representative responses are of homeowners, given the low response rate. The Dallas sample was more ethnically diverse
than the Fort Worth sample, with only 67 percent identified as
Caucasian as compared to 93 percent in Fort Worth. These proportions are similar to the Census data shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Neighborhood census data and respondent data

Median
income
Black
Hispanic
(any race)
White

Dallas
Dallas
Fort Worth Fort Worth
Census tract* respondents Censu
respondents
repnnt
tract*
$101,000$101,000$150,000
$150,000
.9%
1.2%
13.9%
5.9%
12.8%

7.5%

3.0%

3.5%

72.9%

67.1%

95.3%

92.9%

*Source: U.S. Census, 2000
Note: Sample data are limited to homeowners, so comparisons are
limited.
More male homeowners completed the surveys (76, 54%)
than female homeowners (65, 46%). Twelve respondents did
not indicate a gender (8%). The overwhelming majority of respondents had a bachelor's or a graduate degree (46% and 40%,
respectively) and another 11.3 percent (17) had some college
or an associate's degree and only four (.03%) respondents had
just a high school diploma. The majority of respondents were
married/cohabiting, 9.5 percent were widowed, 8.1 percent
were single and 7.4 percent were divorced. The number of
years respondents lived in their communities ranged from 0
to 50.
Cross-tabulations of the cities and other demographic
variables revealed a more detailed analysis of respondents by
city. Dallas and Fort Worth respondents differed in terms of
race, income, how long they lived in the neighborhoods and
awareness of the subsidized apartments in their neighborhoods (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Differences in demographics by city
Variables
Dallas
Fort Worth
Race
White
79 (64%)
45 (36%)
Non-White
22 (76%)
7 (24%)
X2 =14.95***, Phi= .31***
Years in residence
< 5 years
20 (41%)
29 (59%)
6-11 years
22 (42%)
31 (58%)
12-18 years
12 (67%)
6 (33%)
> 18 years
27 (100%)
0 (0%)
X2 =30.97***, p<.001, Cramer's V= .46***; t (145)=5.61***
Income
Under $50,000
8 (%)
5(%)
$51,000-$100,000
23 (31.3%)
21 (%)
$101,000-$150,000
12 (35.8%)
24 (%)
Over $150,000
25 (17.9%)
12 (%)
X2 =9.7*; Cramer's V=.27*
Awareness of Subsidized Housing
80 (60%)
Yes
54 (40%)
No
12 (67%)
6 (33%)
X2 = 5.35*; Phi=.19*
*p<.05, **p<.Ol, *

Total
124
29

49
53
18
27

13
44
36
37

134
18

Operationalization of Variables
Perceptionof Liberty
In order to measure the concepts of liberty and space, the
author developed and tested scales based on conceptual descriptions addressed earlier. To measure respondents' views of
liberty, respondents were asked how strongly they agreed (on
a scale from 4, "strongly agree" to 1, "strongly disagree") with
statements that reflected beliefs about the key tenets of positive or negative liberty.
The following statements were used to measure positive
liberty: (1) "Government needs to intervene in people's lives
to ensure that everyone has the resources and opportunities
necessary for freedom"; (2) "Freedom means having the resources and opportunity to participate in public decisionmaking." The following items were used to measure negative

Homeowner Opposition to Public Housing

61

liberty: (1) "The government should not intervene in people's
lives unless it is to prevent harm;" and (2) "Freedom means
limited government interference."
The positive items did not both work well as an independent scale (alpha=.35). The two recoded negative liberty items
and one of the positive liberty items ("Government needs to
intervene in people's lives to ensure that everyone has the resources and opportunities necessary for freedom") worked
well as a single, continuous scale which produced a composite
liberty score (alpha=.78), with higher scores denoting an affiliation to positive liberty beliefs. All three of these items mentioned the role of government, whereas the second positive
liberty question did not, which could have resulted in low construct validity for that item. The liberty items were weighted
equally, and an additive index score was calculated for each
participant with a possible score of 3 (negative liberty orientation) to 12 (positive liberty orientation).
Spatial Rights
In order to develop a spatial rights scale, questions measuring three dimensions of the "right to the city" concept were developed and tested (alpha=.77). Respondents were asked how
much they agreed (on a scale of 1 to 4 with 4 being "strongly
agree" and 1 being "strongly disagree") with the statements
illustrating each dimension of the variable.
The following items pertained to the right to diversity dimension: (1) "Having persons of diverse racial and economic
backgrounds is good for my neighborhood;" and (2) "I prefer
that people in my neighborhood have backgrounds similar to
my own." Statements measuring right to participate focused
on the degree to which individuals in the receiving community would be likely to accept low-income residents as central
decision-makers in their communities and included: (1) "Low
income people should have the right to live in any neighborhood they want;" and (2) "People with higher incomes should
have more of a say in community decision-making because
they contribute more financially to society." To determine
the degree to which individuals in the receiving communities prioritized exchange value over use value, the final dimension contained the following items: (1) "Maintaining my
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property value is more important to me than low-income
families having greater access to decent housing, schools and
parks;" and (2) "Development of private property is more
important to my community than the development of public
space." A spatial rights score was obtained for each participant
by adding the six items together for a scale ranging from 6 (low
belief in spatial rights of low-income residents) to 24 (high
belief in spatial rights of low-income residents).

Race-based Discrimination
Measuring attitudes about race is difficult to do through
survey research (Blank, Dabady, & Citro, 2004). Overt questions
about race are not likely to be answered honestly. In order to
measure beliefs respondents had about minorities, questions
from the General Social Survey (GSS, 2000) were adapted to
fit the needs of the present study. The GSS questions focused
on whether individuals believed that discrimination and other
factors were reasons why Blacks and Hispanics had "worse
jobs, income, and housing than white people." The current
study adapted these items and asked how important the following statements were to the disenfranchisement of Blacks and
Hispanics: "Discrimination against Blacks (Hispanics)" and
"Most Blacks (Hispanics) don't have the opportunity for high
quality education." The items formed two scales, for beliefs
about causes of disenfranchisement for Blacks and Hispanics,
with a high score (8) indicating respondents believed structural factors were "very important" and a low score (2) indicating "not important at all." The term "disenfranchisement" was
selected to convey the restricting or deprivation of civil rights,
such as rights to housing and participation.

Class-basedDiscrimination
Participants' perceptions of poverty were measured by
finding out to what extent they subscribed to positive and negative stereotypes about low-income individuals. Cozzarelli,
Wilkinson, & Tagler (2001) developed a list of 38 attributes
that they gleaned from the poverty literature. In the interest of having a shorter survey instrument, 10 items were selected. The 10 items were selected based on their pertinence
to mobility programs. Specifically, the chosen items were
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characteristics one might desire or not desire in a neighbor.
Each negative item was paired with a corresponding positive item that was somewhat related, although not always an
antonym. Participants rated the attributes on a 5 point scale,
with 1 being not very characteristic of low-income individuals at all and 5 being extremely characteristic of low-income
individuals. Positive characteristics included "hardworking,"
"family-oriented," "responsible," "moral" and "friendly,"
while negative characteristics included "lazy," "have too many
children," "uneducated," "immoral" and "criminal." A factor
analysis confirmed that the positive and negative items loaded
well on two factors. "Uneducated" was the only item excluded
from the scale due to its lower reliability.
Positive stereotypes included hardworking, family-oriented, responsible, moral and friendly (alpha=.83) Negative stereotypes included immoral, lazy, have too many children and
criminal (alpha=.76). The negative items were recoded in order
to create a single scale for stereotypes about low-income individuals (alpha=.76) where higher scores indicated a belief in
positive stereotypes about low-income individuals and lower
scores indicated a belief in negative stereotypes.
Effects of Subsidized Housing
In order to control for the reactions respondents might
have had based on perceived threats to their neighborhood,
respondents were asked how much they agreed or disagreed
that subsidized apartment complexes would (1) lower their
property values and (2) increase crime rates in their neighborhood. The two items were combined to form the "neighborhood effects" scale (alpha=.84), with a range from 2 (strongly
disagreed) to 8 (strongly agreed).
Dependent Variables
To measure support of mobility programs, respondents were
asked how much they supported (on a 4 point scale ranging
from strongly support to strongly oppose) the following statement as a solution for ameliorating poverty: "Relocating low
income families to more affluent neighborhoods."
In order to measure whether respondents felt that lowincome individuals were part of their community, they were
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asked how much they agreed (on a 4 point scale ranging from
strongly agree to strongly disagree) with the statement "I consider the low-income families who have moved in as being
part of my community."

Control Variables
The control variables consisted mostly of the demographics described earlier. They included respondents' race, gender,
city, income, education, awareness of public housing in the
neighborhood and the number of years they lived in their
neighborhood.
Findings

Feelings about Mobility Programsand Low-income Neighbors
The majority of respondents opposed or strongly opposed
relocating low-income individuals into more affluent neighborhoods so that they could have access to better amenities
(75%, N = 122). Female respondents tended to be more (M =
2.1, SD = .7) supportive of relocation programs than male respondents (M = 1.8, SD = .8) [t = 2.5, p < .05].

The sample was more evenly split on feeling that low-income
individuals were part of the community. Fifty-one percent (N
= 76) agreed or strongly agreed with the item. There were no
significant differences based on personal characteristics.

Beliefs about Neighborhood Effects and Race
Perceivedeffects of subsidized housing. Seventy-six percent (N
114) of all respondents answered "strongly agree" or "agree"
to "apartment complexes with rent-subsidized residents will
lower my property values," and 71% (106) answered "strongly
agree" or "agree" that "apartment complexes with rent-subsidized residents will increase crime rates in my neighborhood."
The combined neighborhood effects variable illustrated that
69.1% (N=103) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that
both effects would occur, 11.4% (N=17) were split (agreed one
effect would and one would not occur) and 22.9% (N=28) either
disagreed or strongly disagreed that either effect would occur.
Whether respondents were aware of the mixed income
housing in their neighborhood was related to their perception that negative effects would occur in their neighborhoods.
=
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Respondents who were not aware of the low income housing in
their neighborhoods agreed more (M = 6.7, SD = 1.1) that crime
rates would increase and property values would decrease than
who were aware (M = 5.9, SD = 1.6) [t (152) = -1.98, p < .051.

The respondents from Dallas (M = 6.6; SD = 1.2) were
significantly more likely to agree on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) that apartment complexes with
rent-subsidized residents would lower their property values
and increase crime rates in their neighborhoods than respondents from Fort Worth (M = 5.6; SD = 1.7) [t (147) = 4.2, p <.001].

These differences could be due to several factors. Fort Worth
residents had more recently received subsidized housing and
perhaps they were more likely to realize that their properties
were not affected in an adverse way; conversely, the Dallas
community has had more time to have other neighborhood
changes since the relocation which may affect their property
values.
Respondents who thought that subsidized housing would
have detrimental effects on their neighborhood were not likely
to feel that low-income residents were part of their community
(r = -.24, p = .009). Not surprisingly, they also were less likely
to support mobility programs (r = -.51, p < .001).
Beliefs about race/ethnicity.On a scale of 8 (very important) to
2 (not at all important), respondents' average score for feeling
that structural factors were important to the disenfranchisement of Blacks was 5.2 (SD = 1.7). Male respondents did not
think that structural factors were as important [M = 4.6, SD =
1.6] to the disenfranchisement of Blacks as female respondents
[M = 5.8, SD = 1.5] [t (109) = 4.2, p < .00]. Believing that structural factors were important was positively related to feeling
like low income families were part of their community [r = .22,
p < .02] and supporting mobility programs [r = .47, p < .0001.
Respondents who held more structural beliefs about Black disenfranchisement also had higher spatial rights scores [r = .25,
p = .009] and had more of a positive liberty orientation [r = .31,
p = .001].

Respondents' average score for believing that structural
factors were important to the disenfranchisement of Hispanics
[M = 5.3, SD = 1.7] did not differ significantly from their beliefs
about the disenfranchisement of Blacks [dependent t = .6,
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p = .55]. Not surprisingly, male respondents did not think that
structural factors were as important [M = 5.9, SD = 1.61 to the
disenfranchisement of Hispanics as female respondents [M =
4.7, SD = 1.6] [t =3.9, p <.00]. And likewise to beliefs about the
disenfranchisement of Blacks, believing that structural factors
are important factors in the disenfranchisement of Hispanics
was positively associated with feeling that low income families
were part of the family [L= .18, p < .05], supporting mobility
programs [L= .45, p < .000], having higher spatial rights scores
[r = .26, p = .007] and having a positive orientation toward
liberty [L= .33, p = .000].
Given the above similarities in responses about Blacks and
Hispanics, it is not surprising that they are strongly, positively
related [L= .85, p =.oo]. The two scales were combined to form
a scale representing beliefs about disenfranchisement of minorities [alpha = .87, M = 10.5, SD = 3.2].
Beliefs about class. On average, respondents tended to
ascribe more negative stereotypes about the poor with a mean
score of 27 (SD = 5.7), on a scale of 10 (agrees with all negative stereotypes and disagrees with all positive) to 45 (agrees
with all negative stereotypes and disagrees with all negative).
Respondents who ascribed to more positive stereotypes about
the poor had higher spatial rights scores [L= .38, p = .000], believed that structural factors were important in the disenfranchisement of Blacks and Hispanics [L-= .21, p = .05], and that
low income neighbors would have negative effects [r = -.43, p
= .000].

Beliefs about Space and Liberty
Liberty. On average, respondents tended to believe in negative liberty principles with a mean score of 5.6 (SD = 2.2) on
a scale of 12 (strongly agree with positive liberty tenets) to 3
(strongly agree with negative liberty tenets). The liberty distribution is greatly skewed to the negative side.
Female respondents had a higher orientation toward
positive liberty tenets than male respondents. [t (108) = 2.5, p <
05; female M = 6.1 (SD = 2.4), male M = 5.1 (SD = 1.9)]. Believing

in positive liberty was related to supporting mobility programs
[r= 56, p = .000]. Respondents with a positive liberty orientation were less likely to feel that subsidized housing would be
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harmful to their neighborhoods [L= -.24, p = .008].
Spatial rights. On average, respondents had a spatial rights
score of 14.7 (SD = 3.7) on a scale of 24 (strongly agree with
right to the city tenets) to 6 (strongly disagree with right to the
city tenets). Male respondents had lower spatial rights scores
[M = 13.8, SD = 3.5] than female respondents [M = 15.5, SD =

3.5]. [t (102) =2.6, p <.05]. Respondents who weren't white had
lower spatial rights scores [M = 16.1, SD = 3] than whites [M =
14.3, SD = 3.7]. [t= 2, p < .05]. Respondents with higher spatial
rights scores were associated with feeling that low income
residents were part of the community [r= .52, p < .000], supporting mobility programs [r = .61, p < .000], not feeling that
subsidized housing would be harmful to their neighborhoods
[r = -.42, p < .0001 and having a positive liberty orientation [r
= .41, p = .000].

PredictingSupportfor Mobility Programsand Low-income
Neighbors
OLS regression was used to determine the most relevant
variables in predicting support for mobility programs and
feeling that low income residents were part of the community.
Respondents who were most likely to support mobility programs were less likely to think that subsidized housing would
adversely affect their neighborhoods, they believed that structural factors were important to the disenfranchisement of minorities, that government needed to interfere to ensure opportunities for all, and most importantly, that low income residents
have the same spatial rights as they do. The model explained
60 percent of the variance in support for mobility programs.
These results support past literature in that racial discrimination and concerns about property damage are important variables for understanding opposition. However, most important
were beliefs about liberty and space, ideologies that are not
necessarily addressed in current implementation of mobility
programs.
While predicting support for relocation programs might
be useful for understanding how implementation can be improved, shedding light on feelings about low-income residents can help with social integration. Thirty five percent of
the variation in feeling that low-income residents were part of

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
68
respondents' communities was explained by the model. More
educated respondents were more likely to view low-income
residents as part of their community. Income, however, had
a negative relationship with seeing low-income residents as
part of the community. Beliefs about spatial rights were very
significant in the model. Whether or not respondents viewed
low-income residents as part of their community depended on
believing they had a right to the space in the first place (See
Table 3 for regression results).
Table 3. OLS results predicting feelings about mobility programs
and low income families
Low
Income
Support for
Families
Mobility
are Part of
Programs
Community
B (SE)
B (SE)
Demographics
----Gender (Female)
----City (Fort Worth)
----Race (White)
Income

---

-.21 (.09)*

Years lived in the neighborhood
Awareness

-----

-----

Education

---

.28(.1)**

Literature based predictors
Negative neighborhood effects
Structural causes of minority
disenfranchisement
Stereotypes about the poor (positive)
Proposed predictors
Belief in spatial rights of low income
residents
Belief in positive liberty
Adjusted R2
*p<.05, **p<.Ol, ***p<.001

-.11 (.05)*
.07(.03)*---

---

.06 (.02)*

.12 (.03)***

.13 (.04)***
.60

--.35
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Discussion
Although many studies have focused on how public
housing residents are doing in their new communities, few
studies have examined the beliefs of receiving homeowners
and the impact they may have on homeowner opposition to
mobility programs. The purpose of this paper was to explore
how homeowners' beliefs related to support for mobility programs and feeling that low-income families were part of the
community. This perspective is important in that homeowner
opposition impacts the implementation of housing mobility programs and may contribute to the overall success of the
program post-implementation.
There are several theories about the underlying cause of
opposition, including fears about property values decreasing and crime rates increasing and racial or class discrimination. Most literature on receiving communities of subsidized
housing has found the concerns about property values and
crime rates to be unwarranted. Additionally, the number of relocated residents is generally minimal and does not threaten
to dramatically alter the racial or economic composition of a
neighborhood. This paper proposed an additional cause for
opposition, an ideological mismatch between the beliefs of
the homeowners in the receiving community and mobility
programs, which might help explain why opposition persists
beyond relocation.
Results indicated that racial beliefs and fear of property
impacts were important for supporting mobility programs. Yet
beliefs about liberty and spatial rights were as or even more
important in explaining support or opposition, indicating that
policy implementation may need to consider more radical
strategies for overcoming deeply held ideological beliefs.
Belief about spatial rights was the only significant primary
variable that explained respondents' feeling that low-income
residents were part of the community, indicating that ideology
may be especially important for fostering social integration in
communities.
The more overt response of the community may have
settled into a dormant opposition, yet there is evidence an opposition remains. The results of this study provide insight into
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how policy implementation may mitigate opposition by reinforcing ideology that is associated with supporting mobility
programs and, perhaps even more pertinent to the success of
the programs, feeling that low-income residents are part of the
community.
Most homeowners in the sample believed that government
should not interfere unless it was to prevent harm to others.
Oftentimes, relocations occur without discussing the program
with the receiving communities. It is no wonder that they
feel their liberty is being infringed upon. Before announcing
the relocation, officials may want to meet with homeowner
groups to discuss the impetus for relocation programs and
provide a forum for real feedback. Addressing the concerns
of homeowners up front and reporting on past studies that
have shown minimal impact to neighborhoods such as theirs
might be useful in diminishing their fears about neighborhood
effects, but are probably not sufficient, as they do little more
than inform or placate homeowners rather than give them any
real decision-making control in their neighborhoods.
At the same time, the liberty of public housing residents, although not directly addressed in this particular study, is also a
concern. Involuntary relocations take away the liberty of public
housing residents to some extent. It appears that the positive
and negative liberty approaches to mobility policy contain
flaws. From a negative liberty perspective, mobility programs
would not be supported and public housing residents would
be left with choices mandated by the market, most likely concentrated poverty. The positive liberty perspective is a more
proactive approach, but it involves involuntary relocation by
government agencies who are making decisions on behalf
of residents without the entering or receiving communities'
input. Homeowner opposition could be exacerbated by their
lack of control, while public housing residents face the consequences and stress of an involuntary move. A third perspective on liberty, perhaps a participatory liberty, should be taken
when addressing this type of situation that acknowledges both
homeowners and public housing residents. In a participatory
approach, government agencies would intervene only to make
sure that both groups have an equal say in policy outcomes.
In addition to questioning how decisions about mobility
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programs are made, another concern is that housing mobility programs might reinforce ideologies of homeowners that
tell them they have more of a right to the neighborhoods than
public housing residents. The spatial rights scale included
beliefs about diversity, private property and participation,
which are all beliefs that can be affected by policy implementation. Sneaking public housing residents into a neighborhood
in an attempt to control conflict and exposure does little to
establish diversity as a formal goal. Some would argue that
these measures are in place to protect the rights of the public
housing residents-why should they be spotlighted when no
one else in a community is (Goering & Feins, 2003; Rubinowitz
& Rosenbaum, 2000)? This point is certainly valid. However,
it is often the case that homeowners find out, so attempts at
discretion may not always work. If mixed income housing is
to become a feasible option for neighborhoods, then perhaps
the merits of such diversity in a neighborhood need to be discussed openly. Moreover, frankly addressing the positive elements of diversity might be a better approach to alleviating
some of the race-based discrimination underlying opposition.
One policy suggestion by Galster et al. (2003) is to have
strict oversight and maintenance of public housing developments in order to keep them politically viable. The Fort Worth
neighborhood has a committee of homeowners, public officials,
and law enforcement in place that serves to that end. However,
the committee does not consist of any of the relocated public
housing residents. With the emphasis being placed on the protection of home values and private property, the ideology that
the exchange value of a community is more important might
be reinforced. Moreover, it helps establish that homeowners
have a greater right to participate in the community. Strict
oversight might just be a way to ignore the larger social issue
that exists in these neighborhoods. Perhaps an oversight committee consisting of residents of different housing tenures
would help integrate a community and orient residents toward
common goals. This could be especially important in helping
homeowners to see the low-income residents in their communities as neighbors versus unwelcome guests. Through proactive post-implementation strategies, program administrators
can establish an environment where diversity is encouraged,
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community space is important, and everyone, regardless of
income, has a voice in the community. The results of this study
point to the need for further examination of the impact of receiving communities' opposition on the successful integration
of low-income residents, especially considering the growing
popularity of mixed-income housing as a policy strategy.
There are several limitations to this study. Survey research
is limited in that one can not be sure how respondents perceive
a question, although it can be useful for exploratory research
(Babbie, 2001). Future studies should include in-person interviews, which would give members of the receiving community
a better opportunity to explain their positions. The sample size
was small and there is no way of knowing how representative
the sample was to other homeowners. Finally, while the cities
contained significant differences, both would be considered
non-vulnerable. Future studies may want to include receiving
communities with greater demographical variety.
While extremely important, the perspective of the entering community paints only part of the very complex picture
of the implementation of mobility programs. The members of
the receiving community are inextricably connected to the successes, failures and opportunities of the entering community. It
is important to discover how opposition can impact the overall
success of the programs and how implementation can mitigate
opposition before, during and after integration.
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Approximately one third of the women and girls held in
penal institutions throughout the world are in the U.S., positioning the U.S. first on the International Centre for Prison
Studies' World Female Imprisonment List (Walmsley, 2006).
Nationwide, more than one million women are currently imprisoned or under the control of the criminal justice system
(Lapidus et al., 2005). Although there are more males than
females incarcerated in the U.S., the Sentencing Project (2007)
reports that between 1985 and 2005, the number of women in
prisons has increased at nearly double the rate of men, 404%
compared to 209%, respectively. This trend toward higher
levels of female incarceration continues as evidenced by the
most recent Bureau of Justice Statistics release, reporting that
the number of women in prisons "rose faster during 2006 than
over the previous five years" (Sabol, Couture, & Harrison,
2007, p. 3).
In addition to this alarming increase in the number of
women entering the criminal justice system, these women are
also entering for longer periods of time. The Women's Prison
Association (2005) reported that the number of women incarcerated for over a one-year period increased 757% between
1997 and 2004.
The current study addresses an alternative to the prevailing 'mass imprisonment' policies (Garland, 2001) through
an evaluation of a community-based program, the House of
Healing, located in Pennsylvania, the state ranked fifth in the
nation for the highest rates of female involvement with the
correctional system (Hartney, 2007). In recent years a variety of
such residential programs for female offenders have been initiated in community settings throughout the U.S. Unfortunately,
as is the case with the one examined in this study, the vast majority of these programs are small, private, non-profit entities,
which have received minimal public financial support (Austin,
Bloom, & Donahue, 1993). Consequently, few have had the resources to conduct formal evaluations.
Relational Theory and Female Incarceration
Miller (1976) and the Stone Center at Wellesley College
are credited with pioneering a developmental theory that
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recognized the primacy of supportive interpersonal connections for females-a premise that contradicted the prevailing
male-oriented assumptions of the period, which extolled the
virtues of independence and autonomy (Covington, 2008).
Miller's Relational Theory posits that mutual, empathic and
empowering relationships are central to women's healthy psychological development, and positions relational qualities and
activities as strengths and pathways to growth (Covington,
2008)
From the perspective of Relational Theory, imprisonment
is more punishing to the female psyche than to that of the male.
Indeed, society would be hard pressed to relegate female offenders to circumstances more detrimental to their well-being
than the condemnation into isolation within prisons constructed for the very purpose of separating and secluding them
(Magnani & Wray, 2006).
In Covington's (2008) critique of the criminal justice system
through the lens of Relational Theory, she notes that disconnection and violation characterize many of the relationships of
female offenders, and warns that the prison experience serves
to exacerbate those past psychological injuries. According to
the Bureau of Justice Statistics, over half the women in state
prisons have histories of physical or sexual abuse (Harlow,
1999), and other studies report that more than 80% of women in
prison have experienced significant and prolonged exposure to
physical abuse (Browne, Miller, & Maguin, 1999). Haney (2003)
observes that unsympathetic and oppressive institutional conditions, coupled with occasions of cruelty from fellow inmates,
results in a re-traumatization experience for many of these
women. Even among female offenders whose history may
not include abusive relationships, the widespread physical,
emotional and sexual abuse encountered by women in corrective custody (Amnesty International, 1999) is likely to subject
them to long-term struggles with depression, nightmares, Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder, Rape Trauma Syndrome and suicidal impulses (Lapidus et al, 2005). In short, "the prison culture
is a culture controlled by violence and the threat of violence"
(Magnani & Wray, 2006, p. 114), permitting little opportunity
for the development of supportive, empowering or mutually
empathetic relationships.
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Arguably, the most crucial relationships for females are
those relationships they have with their children. Over 70%
of female offenders are mothers (Stuart & Brice-Baker, 2004;
Tebo, 2006). Covington's (2008) literature review on the grief,
loss and shame endured by incarcerated mothers indicates
that "the stress of separation from and concern about the well
being of their children is among the most damaging aspects of
prison" (p. 145).
Consistent with Relational Theory, Gabel & Johnston (1996)
report that inmates engaged in regular family visits reintegrate
more easily once released from prison. However, 54% of incarcerated mothers never receive a visit from their children and
53% report one telephone conversation with their children per
month or less (Johnson & Waldfogel, 2002). Imprisonment in
facilities over 100 miles from their place of residence (Mumola,
2000) and exorbitant telephone fees (Lapidus et al., 2005) contribute to the incarcerated females' isolation from her family
and friends.
The subject of the current study, the House of Healing,
is an example of a program that operationalizes many of the
concepts and principles embodied in Relational Theory. It is
a court-mandated, community-living residential program
with the capacity to house a maximum of eight female offenders and their children. It emphasizes the tenets of Relational
Theory as is most emphatically evidenced by the contact, visitation and telephone policies that contrast drastically to the
policies in state correctional institutions. HOH serves women
that have been arrested, convicted and sentenced for primarily
non-violent violations of the law, who throughout this article
will be referred to as female offenders. Although the HOH was
designed to meet the needs of mothers, approximately 5% of
the women accepted into the program have been childless.
Female offenders who are pregnant or have children under
the age of twelve are able to live with their children while completing their sentences. However, even children over age 12
are permitted overnight visitations. In addition, when custody
arrangements or the age of the child prohibit residence at
the HOH with their mother, day visits are invited and phone
calls are encouraged and permitted for nominal or no fees depending upon the individual's circumstances. This contrasts
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significantly with state correctional facilities that restrict visitation and limit telephone contact through scheduling impediments and exorbitant telephone fees (Lapidus, et al, 2005).
The intensive program in which the female offenders
participate at the HOH is a three-phase model, with women
transitioning through phases upon meeting specific benchmarks, and sequentially obtaining additional privileges. The
core program includes classes in parenting and communication skills, self-esteem, anger management, and budgeting.
Counseling for chemical addictions, domestic violence, sexual
abuse, and mental health issues is also a critical part of the
program, as well as health care referrals and job placement
assistance.
Beyond its role as a facilitator in strengthening healthy
family relationships, the HOH serves as base from which to
seek employment, receive health/mental health care and obtain
substance abuse treatment, while working toward a variety of
other goals geared toward reintegration into the community
within 6 to 12 months. The programming conducted within
HOH is designed to keep families together, stop the cycle of
crime, and teach women and children the skills and appropriate behaviors to successfully reintegrate into society.
The children of female offenders reside at the facility and
remain in the care of their mother. The HOH strives not only
to aid mothers with successful re-entry into the community,
but also to safeguard the children from a life of crime. This is
a critical program component because multiple studies report
that criminal conviction of parents increases the likelihood of
future criminal convictions of their children (Gabel & Johnston,
1996; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Widom, 2000). For many children, residence within the HOH offers their first experience
of security, or a regular schedule for meals, homework, and
bedtime. Positive behaviors are reinforced while mothers learn
appropriate communication and discipline to correct children's
unruly behaviors. Each woman works closely with an intensive case manager to develop goal plans for her family.
Consistent with the tenets of Relational Theory the communal living arrangement strives to foster a sense of responsibility for the lives of others as the women in residence and
their children share household chores, cooking, and meals.
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Residents participate in both on and off-site recreational and
cultural activities. Community service is required of participants until they obtain paid employment. Residents are encouraged to develop their spirituality, a positive support
system, and work an active 12-step recovery program. Contact
between the residents and their recovery program sponsors
is promoted by HOH though the use of an office telephone
without fees to residents.
Some of the service providers that work with the residents
include: Erie County Office of Children and Youth, Family
Services, Erie County Office of Drug and Alcohol, Erie School
District, Safe Harbor, Stairways Behavioral Health, and Erie
County Assistance Office. In addition, the House of Healing
began an aftercare program in 2002 for both the mothers and
their children upon the conclusion of the court-mandated time
at the House of Healing. This continued support from the professional staff is particularly critical during the period of transition to independent living.
Considering the broad spectrum of interventions embedded in this community-based program, HOH's founder and
director, Sr. Stephanie Schmidt, OSB was asked to identify
what she believed was the single most important feature of
the program to which the HOH successes could be attributed.
She did not hesitate in her response, "We extend love to every
woman that walks through our doors. It's often the first time
anyone has really cared about them." Observations gathered
from clients, case notes and interviews with HOH staff illustrates how the HOH has provided Karen, Julia and many other
female offenders with their first opportunities to form positive,
mutually supportive and nurturing relationships.
Karen's childhood of sexual and physical abuse by family
members primed her for a series of unhealthy adult relationships. Prior to incarceration for drug-related offenses, her
husband "controlled every aspect of her life," with frequent
reminders that "women are to be seen, not heard." He prohibited his friends from speaking with Karen and Karen from
forming her own friendships. Upon arrival at the HOH, Karen
thrived in the environment of peer support, staff encouragement and mentoring. She achieved one-year sobriety, successfully rebuilt her relationship with her daughters, and
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rediscovered her passion and talent for music. She composed
songs and inspirational reflections about her life's journey that
she hopes to copyright.
Julia was transferred from prison to the HOH during the
first trimester of a high-risk pregnancy. Julia was consumed
with rage, which she attributed to the brutal rapes that she
endured in childhood. Altercations in her encounters with
others were common. Throughout her teens and early twenties, Julia was involved in the sale and use of drugs, and
served time in both state and county facilities. She credits the
new found supports she forged with staff, other residents, and
her recovery support network as the power that sustained her
through the difficult birth of her son and several weeks of cribside vigils in the neonatal intensive care unit. Thanks to "an
excellent relationship with my sponsor," Julia completed a difficult series of trauma therapy sessions, celebrated one year
of drug abstinence, obtained her nurse's aid certification and
subsequently enrolled in training for licensed practical nurses.
Her bond with her child has been a vital motivational force in
her success at the HOH. "I'm thankful that my son was raised
by me from the start, rather than being raised by someone else
until I was released from jail."
Such stories are typical of the female offenders who arrive
at the HOH. Many of the HOH residents have their first encounter with some very simple common family experiences
that facilitate bonding, like playing board games with a group,
baking cookies with her children, singing Christmas carols
with others or sharing in the preparation and enjoyment of
evening meals. These activities are often foreign to the HOH
residents raised in environments of neglect, fear and violence.
Former residents, including those who did not successfully
complete the program, attend the HOH family holiday parties,
periodic informal dinners, or stop by to avail themselves of
sundry supports such as bags of groceries, winter coats or just
a listening ear or hand to hold. Likewise, as a demonstration
of relational mutuality, staff is regularly invited to significant
life events in the lives of HOH alumni over the years, such as
funerals and graduations.
Relational theory posits that a woman's primary motivation is to build a sense of connection with others, contending
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that "Women develop a sense of self and self-worth when their
actions rise out of, and lead back into, connections with others"
(Covington, 2003, p. 72). According to the HOH program's
founder, 'love' is a key component in the structured community residential program that can help break the self-destructive
cycle in the lives of female offenders.
Evaluation of the House of Healing
This report summarizes the findings of the first independent evaluation of the HOH since its inception in 1998. The
evaluation was conducted utilizing secondary data sources
that were provided by the House of Healing. The data pertain
to clients who were both admitted to and discharged from the
program during the period between 1998 and August 2006. The
specific data sources used were the information contained in
the House of Healing Intake forms, Goal Plans, and Discharge
Summaries. Recidivism data were collected from the Erie
County Adult Probation and Parole department.
In these first years of operation, the HOH focused on developing their innovative program, rather than identifying,
monitoring and recording measurable outcomes. Therefore,
this initial evaluation is limited to evaluating program effectiveness through residents' successful program completion
and subsequent recidivism.
This evaluation initially included the 105 females residing
at the HOH during various times between the years of 1998
to 2006. Admission of these residents to the HOH fluctuated
mildly throughout the eight years under review. In 1999 the
highest number (N = 16) of the study participants were admitted to HOH, while 1998, 2000, and 2002 marked the lowest
number (N = 11) of participant admissions over the eight year
period. However, ten residents discharged from the HOH due
to medical/mental health reasons and the one resident released after her charges were dropped, were eliminated from
the evaluation. Therefore, the subsequent study reflects data
collected on the remaining 94 cases.
The average length of stay at the HOH for the women in our
sample was 168 days, with 24 (26%) women in residence for 90
days or less; 20 (21%) in residence from 90 to 180 days; and 47
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(50%) in residence from 181 to 365 days. Only 3 (3%) women
remained at the HOH longer than one year. The residents' age
upon admission to the HOH ranged from 19 to 57, with a mean
age of 31 years. Racial composition throughout the seven years
was 61 (65%) white, 30 (32%) African American, and 3 (3%)
women reporting their race as either Native American or other.
In addition, 5 (5%) women reported Hispanic ethnicity.
Of the 88 women responding to the education question, 53
(60%) reported that they did not graduate from high school.
However, 62 respondents reported having either a high school
diploma (N = 34; 36%) or a GED (N = 28; 30%). The mean for
highest grade completed was 10.6. Based upon the 92 cases with
complete information on this variable, 87 (95%) of the women
were mothers to a total of 232 children. The mean number of
children per resident was 2.5. Most women reported one (N =
19; 20%) or two (N = 29, 32%) children.
Sixty-six children were residing with their mothers at the
HOH at the date their mothers' admission into the program.
However, due to new births, family reunification efforts and
shared custody arrangements, a total of 128 children eventually joined their mothers at some point in their HOH residency.
The difference between the 232 total number of children and
128 children at the HOH was due to a variety of reasons, including custody issues and the age of the child, which resulted
in many women being unable to have all their children with
them while in residence at HOH.
In summary, approximately 68% of the 94 women included
in this review lived at the HOH for some period of time with
their children. Twenty-eight (30%) of the 94 women in this
study had one child living with them at the HOH and 23 (25%)
had 2 children living with them, while 13 (14%) women had
more than 2 children living with them at the HOH.
Eighty-six women responded to questions regarding their
marital status. Most respondents were single (N = 53; 62%), and
13 (15%) of the women were divorced, 8 (9%) were married, 9
(10%) were separated, 2 (2%) were engaged, and 1 (1%) was
widowed at the time of their admission to the HOH. Nearly
25% of the 94 residents failed to respond to questions about
drug and alcohol abuse. The number of women responding
to inquiries about their drug and alcohol use was 74 and 69,
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respectively. Forty-three (58%) women reported having a drug
problem and 31 (45%) reported having an alcohol problem.
Only 63 cases had information pertaining to women's
mental health. Therefore, the following reflects data on less
than 67% of the residents. For those women for whom there
was mental health information, 36 (57%) indicated having
received mental health treatment or reported mental health
treatment needs. It is of interest to note that during the period
under review, seven residents were discharged due to mental
health needs that could not be met through outpatient services
rendered while they remained in residence at the HOH, and
consequently they were not included in this evaluation.
When asked about abuse in their family of origin, of the
52 women who responded to the question: "Has your mother
ever been involved in an abusive relationship?" 34 (65%) of
the women answered in the affirmative. Of the 57 women who
answered the same question about their fathers, 26 (46%) of
the women also reported that their father was involved in an
abusive relationship. Unfortunately, the HOH intake forms
lacked questions about the residents' own history of abusive
relationships. However, although there was an absence of
formal records, the HOH Director estimated that nearly 90%
of her residents disclosed a personal history of abuse during
the undocumented preliminary screening interviews. This
is consistent with the research indicating abuse as a primary
pathway to crime (Reisig, Holtfretter & Morash, 2006) and
reports from the U.S. Department of Justice recounting rates
of physical and sexual abuse of approximately 80% and 60%,
respectively among incarcerated women (Harlow, 1999). HOH
programming related to self-esteem, healthy relationships, and
domestic violence is based on the assumption that these core
program components are universally beneficial to the vulnerable population they serve.
The criminal convictions that precipitated the women's
referral to the HOH are consistent with profiles of female offenses derived from the FBI's Uniform Crime Reports, in that
less serious offenses and property crimes are most prevalent
(Schwartz & Steffensmeier, 2008). Public Order (N = 37; 39%)
and Property offenses (N = 31; 33%) were the most frequent
convictions among the residents, followed by Drug offenses
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(N = 19; 20%) and Revocations/Court Order Violations (N =
17; 18%). Only 9 (9.6%) women were convicted of violent offenses, which were predominately simple assault and resisting arrest. As Kendall (2008) notes, the simple assault offense
category can include such minor incidents of threat or physical
attack as scratching, shoving, kicking or throwing objects.
Sixty-three (67%) of the 94 HOH residents had a conviction
prior to their current offense which precipitated their residence
at the HOH. Therefore, 31 (33%) females did not have any documented prior convictions. This does not mean that they were
never involved in the criminal justice system, but rather they
had not been formally convicted of an offense in Erie County,
PA. For those 63 with documented prior convictions, the most
frequent types were Public Order (59%); Property (57%); and
Drug (19%) convictions. In addition, for the 86 cases for which
this information was available, 87% of the women had been incarcerated either directly before their arrival at HOH or during
some time in their past, not including juvenile commitments.
When considering discharge status, note that in addition
to the mandatory participation in all HOH in-house programs,
to successfully 'graduate' residents must adhere to a series of
other terms and conditions. These include attendance at weekly
Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous meetings and
abstinence from drugs or alcohol. In addition to compliance
with all Office of Children and Youth conditions and engagement with mental health and substance abuse service providers, successful program graduates make payment of all court
fines, and are in compliance with all stipulations put forth by
the probation office.
More than half the residents had positive conclusions of
their time at the HOH (N = 50; 53%) by either successfully completing all the formal HOH program requirements for graduation (N = 39; 41%), or being granted approved discharges by
their parole officers (N = 11; 12%) without meeting all the HOH
requirements. Forty-four (47%) residents either absconded or
were discharged due to violations.
This study defines recidivism as a dichotomous variable
of those 54 (57%) women with and those 40 (43%) without
reconvictions between the date of their HOH discharge and
December of 2006. Reconviction data was retrieved from
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the Erie County Adult Probation department; therefore, if a
female was reconvicted in another county that data was not
collected.

Logistic Regression Analysis: ProgramCompletion & Recidivism
Two binary logistic regression equations are presented
here; one for discharge status (coded 1 = successful, 0 = otherwise) and a second for recidivism (1 = no, 0 = otherwise).
For the first analysis, discharge status is estimated from three
independent variables: number of children in residence with
mother, mother's age, and a dichotomous variable for prior
conviction (1 = yes, 0 = otherwise). Two cases were lost in the
first analysis due to missing data. The second analysis examines recidivism using three predictors: number of children in
residence with mother, mother's age, and discharge status.
An indicator for substance abuse was not included in either
analysis because the non-responders would have reduced the
sample size from 92 to 71, a significant decline in an already
modest sample size. Furthermore, an examination of discharge
status within the subgroup, substance abusers, indicated no
relationship between successful completion and self-reported
substance abuse problems.
The first equation estimating discharge status using all
three predictors versus a constant-only model was statistically significant, x2 (3, N = 92) = 9.21, p = .027, although the
Nagelkerke R2 = .127 was relatively small. Classification for the
program participants was also modest with overall correct classification at 59.8%, 62.5% for those successfully completing the
program and 56.8% for those who did not. Table 1 presents regression coefficients, Wald statistics, p-values, odds ratios and
95% confidence intervals for the odds ratios. Findings indicate
that only one predictor-number of children in residence with
mother-was significantly associated with discharge status.
Accordingly, for each additional child a woman has in the residential program, the odds of successful program completion
increases by 1.53. In light of the sizeable odds ratio for the prior
conviction variable, a second model was estimated with the
number of children variable removed. This model was not significantly different from the constant only model x2 (2, N = 92)
= 4.09, p = .130, indicating that the parenting relationship and
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reunification with children is the most important predictor of
women's successful discharge status.
Table 1. Logistic regression parameter estimates
Dependent
Variables

Disharge

Recidivism

Coefficient

Wald
Test

Odds
Ratio

95%
Confidence
Interval for
Odds Ratio

# of children

.426*

4.609

1.531

1.038 - 2.258

Age

.038

1.534

1.039

0.978 - 1.103

Prior
Conviction

.714

2.161

2.042

0.788 - 5.292

# of children

-.157

.642

.855

0.583 - 1.254

Age

-.001

.001

.999

0.941 - 1.061

1.939***

15. 200

6.954

2.623 - 18.433

Independent
Variables

Discharge
Status

*

p < .05 ** p < .01. *** p < .001

The second model estimates recidivism of program participants using discharge status, age, and number of children
as predictors. Comparing this to the constant-only model
yielded statistical significance X2 (3, N = 94) = 17.90, p < .001,
with a Nagelkerke R2 = .233. Results classification included an
overall correct classification figure of 71.3%. The percent correctly classified as successfully avoiding recidivism was 77.5%;
those who did not were correctly identified 66.7% of the time.
Detailed figures for the model (Table 1) reveal that only status
of discharge was significantly related to recidivism. The odds
ratio for this variable indicates that those who successfully
completed the program were nearly 7 times more likely to
avoid recidivism as compared to those who did not. Re-estimation of recidivism using age and number of children only
failed to reach significance relative to the constant only model;
x2 (2, N = 94) = 0.43, p = .810, lending further support to the
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significance of discharge status as an important estimator of
recidivism.

Recidivism Analysis
In light of the findings indicating the significance of the
relationship between successful program completion and
reduced likelihood of recidivism, further analysis was conducted. Among the 50 women categorized with an approved
discharge from the HOH, only 19 (38%) had subsequent convictions as of December 2006, compared to an 80% reconviction rate among the 44 women discharged due to violations.
It is of interest to note that of those 19 recidivists with an approved HOH discharge, 10 (53%) were re-convicted of less
serious offenses and 6 (31%) were re-convicted for the same
level offense. Only 3 (16%) of those women with an approved
discharge status had a subsequent conviction on a more serious
charge than the charge that resulted in their initial admission
to the HOH.
Kendall (2008) observes that programs for offenders are
generally credited with a 10% reduction in recidivism. The
current evaluation lacks a properly controlled comparison
group. Nevertheless, the 41.5% difference in recidivism rates
between those women with an approved discharge and those
women not successful in this community-based program suggests a reduction of recidivism that may exceed four times the
expected success rate.
Periods of successful adjustment for the 50 women with an
approved discharge were calculated as the time between the
residents' HOH discharge date and either her next conviction,
or the date of data collection in December 2006. The discharge
dates of all the women in this analysis were a minimum of
six months prior to the date information pertaining to recidivism was collected from the courthouse records. However,
the recidivism rate beyond six months was tabulated only for
women whose discharge periods were relevant to these specific time frames. For instance, three-year recidivism rates could
be calculated only for the women discharged from the HOH
by December 2003. (See Table 2.)
Recidivism rates are typically reported at 50% or higher,
but vary greatly depending upon methods of calculation and
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Table 2. Recidivism rates for House of Healing approved discharges
Time Interval Between Discharge
and Conviction, or December 2003
6 months
1 year
18 months
3 years
N=50
N = 45
N = 45
N=42
Reconviction
Rates
Successful
Adjustment
Rates

14%

20%

31%

40%

86%

80%

69%

60%

time period monitored. Rearrest, reconviction, and recommitment to incarceration (reincarceration) are the three most
common recidivism indicators in the correction literature. The
recent statistics on recommitment to incarceration, arguably
a less conservative measure of recidivism than reconviction,
vary from 57% and 49% in California and Colorado, respectively, to 28% in Texas (State of Texas Legislative Budget Board,
2007). Pennsylvania reports three-year reincarceration rates of
approximately 47% (Flaherty, 2005). Considering that reincarceration rates are generally lower than reconviction rates, the
HOH's 40% reconviction rate compares favorably to the available current data on recidivism, which is limited to reincarceration measures.
Nonetheless, these comparison efforts are further hampered
by statistics based on state prisons' predominately male populations. Statistics based solely on female offender's recidivism
is sparse and frequently poorly defined (Stuart & Brice-Baker,
2004), with reports ranging from shorter-term rates of 26%
(Kendall, 2008) to longer-term rates of 67% (Fortuin, 2007). In
the somewhat dated but most comprehensive national report
on recidivism to date (Johnston, 2007), the Bureau of Justice
Statistics (2002) reported 48% and 40% of formerly incarcerated men and women, respectively, were reconvicted within
three years.
Deschenes, Owen & Crow (2007) reported female 3-year
reconviction rates for property and drug offenders of 39.2%
and 44% respectively. This is helpful comparative data because
over half the of the women were court-mandated to the HOH
due to property and drug offenses.
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Summary & Conclusion
Consistent with the tenets of Relational Theory, this independent evaluation of the House of Healing indicates a statistically significant relationship between women's reunification with their children and successful completion of the HOH
program. Female offenders residing at the HOH who were not
reunited with their children were less likely to successfully
complete the HOH program.
Furthermore, there is also a statistically significant relationship between the successful completion of the HOH and subsequent recidivism. The overall recidivism rates for those with
an approved discharge status and those without an approved
discharge status were 38% and 80%, respectively. In a conservative comparison of the recidivism reported in the literature,
recidivism rates are equal to or better for female offenders successfully completing the HOH program.
This study is subject to the limitations characteristic of

examinations of a relatively small number of female offenders from a single program, including generalizability. In addition, due to incomplete records and missing data, a variety of
key indicators were unavailable for inclusion in the analysis.
However, these initial findings strongly suggest that the HOH
community-based program provides a promising alternative
to incarceration, particularly when comparing the daily cost
per resident of $71.72 at the HOH to the $93.20 daily cost per
female inmate as reported by the PA Department of Corrections
(2005). Moreover, as an increasing number of children of incarcerated parents swell the already overburdened child welfare
system (Johnson & Waldfogel, 2002), there is a potential additional annual savings of $25,000 per child (Lapidus et al., 2005)
from foster care to be garnered by keeping families intact at
the HOH.
In light of the Adoption and Safe Families Act's termination
of parental rights stipulations, which are threatening family
reunification for thousands of female offenders (U.S. General
Accounting Office, 1999), it is of interest to note that the majority of children in foster care who are waiting to be adopted are
African American. While African-American children are more
likely than white children to have an incarcerated parent due to
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racial disparities in the criminal justice system, they are, nonetheless, less likely to be adopted (Roberts, 1999). Therefore,
African American children may languish, at their detriment
and at the public's expense, in the foster care system for many
years after their mothers' release from prison.
Like most of its counterparts across the nation, maintaining sufficient funding is one of this community-based and
gender-responsive program's major challenges. Consequently,
like similar programs, prior to this review, the HOH had been
unable to procure a rigorous, independent evaluation (Conly,
1998). The HOH has been sustained primarily by periodic
foundation support, funds procured through various grants,
community donations and some money from county offices.
This lack of a stable funding source has burdened the HOH's
Executive Director with ongoing fund-raising tasks in addition to her responsibilities of daily program management.
Therefore, the lack of precise and consistent documentation on
residents' progress that is required for an examination of other
critical outcomes, such as the effectiveness of specific features
of the program, or the well-being of children in residence, requires additional resources.
This study adds to the small but growing body of literature on gender-sensitive treatment models that recognizes
the unique pathways to promoting the recovery of females
from the trauma of poverty, abuse, criminality and addictions (Dowden & Andrews, 1999; Fortuin, 2007; Zaplin, 2008).
The results of this evaluation suggest that female offenders,
their children and the community would benefit from the investment of public resources in the support of further HOH
program development, accompanied by appropriate evaluative mechanisms. Directing a portion of the public investment
in the massive and expanding $38.2 billion prison economy
(Stephan, 2004; U.S. Joint Economic Committee, 2007), toward
community-based, gender-responsive programs is likely to
provide improvements on the present return on the public's
investments which currently features high recidivism rates,
broken families and weakened communities.
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Social Justice Implications of the
Organism Metaphor
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The denigration of marginalized groups is frequently supported
through the widespread employment of metaphors that present a
pejorative image of the group in question. The organism metaphor,
wherein the targetgroup is portrayedas a threatto the integrityof the
social body, is a particularlyimportant metaphoric theme in the advancement of social injustice. Drawinglargelyfrom primarysource
documents, this paper provides an overview of the organism metaphor as it has been employed historicallyto denigratevarious social
subgroups.Implicationsfor the social work profession are discussed.
Key words: anti-Semitism,eugenics, immigrationrestriction,metaphor analysis, organism metaphor, policy framing, social justice

Both policy advocacy and social justice have become, for
good reason, important elements of social work education and
practice. An essential component of ethical practice in the profession includes advocacy on behalf of marginalized populations. A crucial component of this advocacy is the ability to understand and call into question existing group stereotypes and
misperceptions, especially when such beliefs support public
fear of the group or public indignity against group members.
Such portrayals are frequently employed in the political
arena to support restrictive legislation against such groups,
or put roadblocks in the way of supportive or rights-granting
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legislation. Social workers and related professionals are called
upon to be public relations specialists, in a sense, since the
broader "framings" of the groups with whom we work impact
social policy development and practice at all levels (Lens, 2005;
O'Brien, In press). We can no longer conceptually divorce the
individual or family in need from the larger group of which
they are-at least in the minds of many-a component.
Pejorative metaphor themes, therefore, constitute a particular interest to contemporary scholars in the social welfare
arena, especially to those who focus on social justice issues
(Lakoff, 1996). It is incumbent upon social workers to become
aware of various ways in which denigrating metaphors have
historically been employed for the purpose of dehumanizing
minority populations or presenting them as a threat to the
general population (O'Brien, In press). Such themes cut across
geography, cultures, populations and periods.
This article describes one of the more important denigrating metaphor themes, the organism metaphor. The perception
of the larger community as a functioning organism is a longterm social work concept, included, for example, in ecosystems theory. Even the terms we frequently employ to describe
at-risk groups, such as "marginalized," takes into account the
perception that such individuals stand on the periphery of the
social body. Following a brief overview of the organism metaphor, this article will describe in some depth the various subthemes by which devalued groups have been framed within
the context of the metaphor.
Ostracized community groups are often portrayed as diseased entities that threaten to infect and corrupt the healthy
components of the social body. Linguistic metaphors that are
a central feature of the larger organism metaphor, such as
plague, cancer, and virus, are increasingly prevalent within
contemporary socio-political dialogue, and are frequently employed to support aversive social policies directed at marginalized groups. According to Donald Levine (1995), the organism metaphor draws on the conceptualization of the nation
or community as a holistic biological body, similar to other
physical bodies (pp. 239-240). Individual humans and what are
considered to be homogenous groups are perceived to be components of this organic body. The value of these components
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presumably depends on the extent to which they can be viewed
as contributing to overall functioning of the social organism. A
prevalent theme in the use of the organism metaphor is the contamination of the healthy segments of society by the unhealthy
segments. Noel (1994) noted that those devalued 'out-groups'
that can be perceived as invasive and destructive tumors or
parasites can be acted on with relative impunity. Intolerance,
she contended, "takes on an almost immunological form, with
the healthy antibodies of society violently rejecting what it perceives as 'foreign' elements" (p. 119).
Perhaps the most important advocate of the perceptual
image that characterized the organism metaphor was the
Social Darwinist Herbert Spencer (O'Brien, 1999). Spencer
(1904) wrote that "a society as a whole, considered apart from
its living units, presents phenomena of growth, structure, and
function, like those of growth, structure, and function in an
individual body; ... " (p. 301). In considering this analogy, he

added that a "metaphor, when used to express a real resemblance, raises a suspicion of mere imaginary resemblance;
and so obscures the perception of intrinsic kinship" (p. 301).
As Levine (1995) noted, Spencer believed that the State was
a living organism-not just symbolically, but in a very real
sense.
This paper analyzes the various elements of the organism metaphor, incorporating primary and secondary sources
related to the following: (a) the American anti-immigration movement of the early 1900s; (b) discussions of 'feebleminded' persons during the eugenic alarm period (1900-1930);
(c) the American and German anti-Semitic movements; and
(d) the anti-Japanese movement in the U.S. (1905-1945). All
these periods included concerted efforts by opposition groups
to highlight the threat that was posed by the group in question, and to foster support for aversive social control policies
against the group. Such policies included the quota-based restrictive immigration acts of 1921 and 1924 (immigrants), state
involuntary sterilization and restrictive marriage laws (feebleminded), a range of segregation policies and the Nazi antiJewish programs (Jews), and restrictions from owning land
and gaining citizenship, and, during World War II, forced internment (Japanese). While the examples are primarily based
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on U.S. policy discussions during the first part of the twentieth century, employment of the metaphor in Nazi discourse
is included, as it was the most extensive use of the organism
metaphor, and in a very real sense characterized the Nazi segregation and extermination efforts.
It is useful to consider the organism metaphor chronologically, progressing from efforts to identify the potentially
dangerous entities, to the penetration and spread of the entities within the social body, the threatened contamination of
"healthy" societal elements, and ending with the eventual
death and decay of the heretofore healthy organism. The only
way to protect the healthy social body is to isolate the unhealthy,
disease-carrying elements, or to ensure they do not penetrate
community-national boundaries. Thus policies related to institutionalization, imprisonment, deportation or even elimination of the unhealthy organisms are the forms of social control
that most readily derive from the organism metaphor. As one
might assume, such measures are often said to be necessary for
the protection of the community.
The foreign origin of the target group is a central feature of
the organism metaphor. Just as those elements that adversely
affect the human body are usually seen as infecting us from the
outside, so too those groups that contaminate the social body
are frequently said to have a foreign nature. The target group,
like a plague, is invariably viewed as coming from somewhere else. Allen Kraut (1994) noted that with the increased
acceptance of the germ theory of disease transmission in the
late eighteen-hundreds, "the notion that illness often came to
America from someplace else" took root and prospered (pp.
58-59).
It should be noted that even when the social groups that are
deemed to be harmful to the general population were born to
standing members of the community, rationales that support a
foreign identity may still be constructed. Such was the case, for
example, with the Jews in Germany who, regardless of their
tenure within the country, still were said to embody a foreign
nature or essence (Goldhagen, 1996; The International Jew,
1920). In California during the first decades of the twentieth
century, Japanese-Americans too were considered, regardless
of their families' tenure within the country, to be 'Japanese,'
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and subject to internment. Likewise, feeble-minded persons,
even if they were third or fourth generation Americans, were
often characterized by eugenicists as the products of devalued
foreign stock (Rafter, 1988).
In situations where the presumably destructive target group
is easily characterized as foreign, the organism metaphor is apt
to be a major rhetorical mode of dehumanization. Supporters
of early immigration restriction policies in the United States,
for example, prolifically employed this metaphor. As inmigrants were 'digested' or 'absorbed' by the national body, they
might-if there were too many of them or they were of 'poor
quality'-cause disease or discomfort to the nation (O'Brien,
2003).
Supporters of immigration restriction laws wrote that
Americans wanted "a law that [would] ... give America a

chance to digest the millions of unassimilated, unwelcome and
unwanted aliens that rest so heavily in her" prior to taking on
a great many more (Roberts, 1924, p. 58), and that "the stomach
of the body politic [was] filled to bursting with peoples swallowed whole whom our digestive juices do not digest" (Strother,
1923, p. 634). The Japanese, too, were characterized as a source
of national indigestion. A 1924 editorial cartoon showed Uncle
Sam at a dinner table refusing a plate of "Japanese immigration," stating that the food would give him "digestive trouble"
("End of the ... ," 1924, p. 15). Miriam Deford (1935) contended

that most Americans during the 1930s viewed the Japanese as
"an indigestible ingredient in the national hash" (p. 332).
George Chatterton-Hill, in his book Heredity and Selection
in Sociology (1907), expanded on this application of the organism metaphor. He compared the individuals making up the
social organism to the food taken in by a physical body. Some
food, he said, characterized by the more desirable segments
of society, serves to provide essential nutrients. This food is
incorporated within the social body and assists in energizing
it and ensuring its survival. Other food components, presumably having a similar effect on the body to unfit and diseased
societal elements, are characterized as little more than waste
products. They cannot serve the body, and the inability of the
organism to properly eliminate these food products-or to effectively guard against ingesting them in the first place--could
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be detrimental to the organism and potentially lethal (pp.
257-261).
Anti-Semitic writers on both sides of the Atlantic frequently called Jews foreign intruders in the national body. Hillaire
Belloc begins his book The Jews (1922) by detailing the need
to eliminate 'alien' bodies from the national organism. There
were three ways of such elimination, he said. These included absorption within the national body, "elimination by destruction," and "elimination by expulsion" (pp. 3-8). Belloc
contended that if the first option was not viable because the
foreign entity was a permanent and fundamentally different
type of being than the rest of society, as was the case with the
Jews, some alternative means of dealing with the group, such
as expulsion, needed to be considered.
More so than a 'bad' food product, though, the group is
usually described as a potential source of disease. Feebleminded persons, for example, were frequently referred to by
eugenic advocates as cancer cells, viruses, and other specters
of disease (O'Brien, 1999). Charles Davenport (1910), the leader
of the American eugenics movement, compared 'morons' to
the bubonic plague (p. 128), and Martin Barr (1897), the administrator of the institution for feeble-minded persons in
Pennsylvania, said that "it does seem absurd that while we
wage war upon microbes and bacilli, we turn loose this worse
than leprosy to poison the very springs of life

.... "

(p. 7).

Ellsworth Huntington (1935) was perhaps the most blunt in
describing the relationship between moronity and disease. He
wrote that "crime and dependency keep on increasing because
new defectives are born, just as new cancer cells remorselessly penetrate into sound tissues," and that "[i]t would by no
means be a misnomer to call the American Eugenics Society a
Society for the Control of Social Cancer" (pp. 45-46).
Writers who warn of invasion of the social body often note
that the potentially destructive elements of the target group
are very difficult to accurately distinguish from the 'general
population.' Indeed, target group members are often feared not
only because of their divergence from the rest of the community but also because of their likeness (Zuckier, 1996), as these
similarities may allow group members to pass as 'normal'
citizens. In such cases, the scope of social control may be
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expanded to include all persons within the group who are
potentially threatening. In the most extreme cases, such as
Japanese internment, the difficulty of differentiating the
harmful from the non-threatening members of the group necessitates that social control measures be taken against virtually all members of the target group.
As an outgrowth of this inability to easily distinguish which
members of the group should be subject to social control, a
cadre of 'diagnosticians,' 'investigators,' or law enforcement
professionals who can separate the threatening members of
the group from the rest of the community will be created. The
rise in diagnostic or investigatory expertise naturally leads to
a rapid increase in the number of persons who fall within the
target class, thus resulting in an exacerbation of the fear that
such persons are indeed penetrating, spreading throughout
and threatening to contaminate the community.
This rise in diagnostic expertise can clearly be seen in the
efforts of eugenic supporters to develop a workable intelligence test which could accurately separate feeble-minded
persons from the rest of the community. The term "moron"
was created in the early 1900s by Henry Goddard, a leader of
the eugenics movement. Goddard created this term to describe
that large group of 'feeble-minded' persons who seemed to be
inconspicuous within the community, and graded over into the
'normal' population (Trent, 1994, p. 160). Goddard and others
popularized the tests as a method of delineating the class of
feeble-minded persons that they felt should be targeted for
eugenic social control measures such as sterilization or institutional confinement.
A particularly striking example of the organism metaphor is the following, which was included in an article from
the American Defender, a California-based publication that was
particularly vocal in its opposition to Japanese immigration:
Wherever the Japanese have settled, their nests pollute
the communities like the running sores of leprosy.
They exist like the yellowed, smoldering discarded
butts in an over-full ashtray, vilifying the air with their
loathsome smells, filling all who have the misfortune to
look upon them with a wholesome disgust and a desire
to wash. (cited by McWilliams, 1935, p. 735)
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As the above quotation demonstrates, there is little difference between the disease and the filth components of the
organism metaphor. The perception of the target group as
dirty or filthy is often a precursor to viewing members as a
diseased entity (Gilman, 1984; Nelkin & Gilman, 1988; Selzer,
1972). It also serves to reinforce the animalistic metaphor that
such persons are subhuman beings. Since filth causes disease,
those social groups that live in unsanitary conditions are more
likely to carry and spread disease. Indeed, their predilection
to filth may be said to imbue them with a tolerance for or immunity to the diseases they carry. Eugenic family studies, such
as Goddard's famous description of the Kallikaks, were developed largely to demonstrate the hereditary nature of 'degenerate' conditions; these studies frequently described their
subjects as living in and indeed, creating unsanitary, decrepit
and animalistic dwellings (Goddard, 1923; Rafter, 1988). H. L.
Menchen (1937), justifying a proposed sterilization program
for the rural poor, many of whom he presumed to be feebleminded, wrote that:
The birth rate, down in those pious and malarious
wastes ... is precisely what the traffic will bear, and if

it were not for the fact that the death rate, especially
among children, is also inordinate, the region would
swarm like a nest of maggots. (p. 399)
Numerous German and American anti-Semitic publications too noted the filthy conditions within which the stereotypical 'Jew' preferred to live (Hitler, 1971, p. 57; Nelkin &
Gilman, 1988; Weindling, 2000). The 'unwashed' state of both
the Jews in New York City and the Japanese in California was
especially a concern because of their involvement in growing
or selling food products, which might easily serve as a vehicle
for intentional or accidental contamination (McWilliams, 1935;
Selzer, 1972), and the unsanitary nature of Jewish restaurants
was also a staple of Der Stiirmer, the leading Nazi propaganda
newspaper (Showalter, 1982; Thurston, 1935).
The organism metaphor holds that once the 'infected'
group or person situates itself inside the body of the nation,
it will, like a cancer, spread unrelentingly throughout the
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organism. Spread may occur by means of rapid reproduction,
as with a quickly growing virus. The presumed high fecundity
of the target group has often been used to support the argument
that they are rightly characterized as an infectious, rapidly reproducing entity threatening to take over and corrupt the social
body. Undesirable immigrant groups were continually denigrated because of their high fecundity (Ross, 1922), and antiJapanese agitators frequently opined that it was only a matter
of time before the Japanese had outnumbered the White race in
California (Ogawa, 1971). An important element of American
and German eugenic rhetoric-including Adolf Hitler's writings-was that morons and other degenerate populations were
breeding at a much higher rate than the rest of the population,
and eventually would overwhelm the country and take over
the democratic process (Guyer, 1927; Hitler, 1971).
Spread may also occur by 'contaminating the blood' of the
nation. Poison is a potent linguistic metaphor when the organism metaphor is used to rail against 'mongrelization,' or the
specter of race deterioration. As the undesirable group interbreeds within the population, it is said to spread its poisonous
influence. Since blood is a liquid, and poisons often are as well,
the metaphoric connection is especially potent. Undesirable
immigrants, for example, were said to be responsible for 'the
poison working in the veins of America' (Roberts, 1924, p. 58).
Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf (1971) that the Jew "poisons the
blood of others, but preserves his own. The Jew almost never
marries a Christian woman; it is the Christian who marries a
Jewess. The bastards, however, take after the Jewish side" (p.
316). Jewish "poisonings of the blood," he added, "have led
not only to a decomposition of our blood, but also of our soul"
(p. 396).
Eugenicists contended that as a plague within society,
feeble-minded individuals threatened to transmit their malignancy throughout the rest of the community, largely by means
of intermarriage with persons who were not feeble-minded
(Van Wagenen, 1914). When eugenic supporters lobbied in
state legislatures for sterilization laws or increased institution
funding, they often displayed charts from the family studies.
These presentations graphically showed "the vitiating spread
of mental defectiveness throughout a whole stock" (Pictures
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the Cure ... , 1917, p. 725). Drawing on an early, simplistic form

of Mendelism, many eugenicists perceived the human species
to be composed of 'pure' and 'impure' strains, and the primary
goal of eugenics was to ensure that "the family lines of pure
strain shall not be contaminated" (Gosney & Popenoe, 1980,
p. 7). Female morons were especially portrayed as a pollutant.
As Elizabeth Yukins (2003) wrote in her analysis of the family
studies, these works "pathologized" women such as Deborah
Kallikak "as dangerous biological contaminants" (p. 165).
Because of both its diseased quality and its rapid spread
within the social body, the target group is portrayed as threatening not only the integrity but indeed the very life of the national organism. The Nazi publication Der Stuermer reported
that the Jews were "the germ that has thrown the world into
a disease which irrevocably leads to death unless humanity
rises at the last moment." Just as individuals needed to protect
themselves against disease, this article continued, "the world
will be restored to health only when the most terrible germ of
all times, the Jew, has been removed" (cited in Nazi Conspiracy

and Aggression, Supplement A, 1947, p. 950). The InternationalJew
(1920), an American anti-Semitic publication underwritten by
Henry Ford, likewise held that "[t]he main source of the sickness of the German national body is charged to be the influence
of the Jews." Because the sickness had gone on for so long, the
book continued, an "eruption has broken out on the surface of
the body politic" (p. 23).
Often animal metaphors are employed to highlight the
process of decay that is likely to be inflicted on the social body
by the target group. Parasites may, in some cases, be a harmless nuisance, but they can also threaten the health of the body.
Examples such as the Nazi's frequent use of the "Jew as louse"
analogy cut across both the organism and animal metaphor,
comparing the devalued group not only to a disgusting animal,
but one which is central to organism (and presumably national
and racial) decay (Proctor, 1988; Weindling, 1989, 2000).
The only way to protect the nation that is threatened by
potentially infectious subgroups is to keep them out of the
general population, to quarantine them until it is certain they
pose no further threat, or to perform a radical 'surgical' intervention to exterminate the infectious portion of the social body.
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Herbert Spencer (1893) discussed this surgical analogy in his
book Social Statics:
We should think it a very foolish sort of benevolence
which led a surgeon to let his patient's disease progress
to a fatal issue, rather than inflict pain by an operation.
Similarly, we must call those spurious philanthropists
who, to prevent present misery, would entail greater
misery on future generations. ... Blind to the fact that

under the natural order of things society is constantly
excreting its unhealthy, imbecile, slow, vacillating,
faithless members, these unthinking, though wellmeaning, men advocate an interference which not only
stops the purifying process, but even increases the
vitiation .... (pp. 150-151)

Within this context, the social control agent is portrayed as
a public health worker par excellence. Hitler not only depicted
the Jews as an invasive virus but considered himself the scientist called upon to eradicate it:
The discovery of the Jewish virus is one of the greatest
revolutions that have taken place in the world. The
battle in which we are engaged to-day is of the same sort
as the battle waged, during the last century, by Pasteur
and Koch. How many diseases have their origin in the
Jewish virus! (Hitler'sSecret Conversations, 1972, p. 269)
Henry Ford's The International Jew (1920) added that in
those nations that were aware of the Jewish threat, "[t]he social
system had encrusted around the Jew, keeping him in a position where, as the nations knew by experience, he would be
less harmful. As nature encysts the harmful foreign element
in the flesh, building a wall around it, so nations have found it
expedient to do with the Jew" (p. 28). While such segregation,
in most cases, would be viewed as inhumane, here it is taken
as a necessary means of safeguarding the community.
Eugenic supporters touted both long-term institutionalization and sterilization as public health measures. Following the
Kallikak study, the Governor of New Jersey recommended segregating the Pine Barrens (where most of the Kallikaks lived)
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from the rest of the State for public health purposes (McPhee,
1968). Regarding sterilization, Martin Pernick (1996) wrote in
his book The Black Stork that a close conceptual relationship
existed between germs and 'germ plasm,' which described
genes during the better part of the eugenic era. Both "enabled
diseases to propagate, spreading lethal contamination from
guilty to innocent bodies," and both could be effectively
eradicated by means of sterilization (p. 52). In its 1927 Buck
v. Bell decision, the Supreme Court acknowledged the societal
benefits of involuntary sterilization by comparing the procedure to compulsory vaccination. Citing the earlier Jacobson v.
Massachusetts case, the Court held that 'the police power of
the State must be held to embrace, at least, such reasonable
regulations established directly by legislative enactment as
will protect the public health and the public safety' (cited in
Dudziak, 1986, p. 858).
When the disease had gained a foothold in society and
quarantine was no longer an option, extermination of the 'infected' components of the population is presented as the only
way of ensuring the survival of the community. Certainly the
clearest example of this application of the organism metaphor
was Nazi Germany's race hygiene programs. A number of
scholars have noted that, in keeping with their focus on race
purity, Nazi medicine was much more concerned with the
health of the social body than with the physical well-being of
individuals (Harrington, 1995; Proctor, 1988; Weindling, 1989,
2000). Within this context, the physician, or 'genetic doctor,'
was not a healer of individuals, but of the state, and, just as an
inflamed appendix would be removed from a diseased body, a
diseased individual was viewed as inimical to the future health
of the Volk (Hanauske-Able, 1986, p. 271).
Hitler himself described the necessity of protecting the
health of the German nation from invasive foreign entities in
the pages of Mein Kampf (1971). Because the German states
did not adequately police the quality of its new citizens, they
were taking into their borders "poison elements which they
can scarcely ever overcome" (p. 440). America, he noted, had
shown by its recent immigration restriction laws that it too
understood the harm that was posed by such groups.
The Nazis not only continually compared Jews and other
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marginalized groups to a plague, bacteria, tumors, parasites, lice, and other specters of disease, but contended that
race hygiene was, in most respects, analogous to individual
hygiene. A Nazi professor, for example, held that "any people
that still keeps and protects Jews is just as guilty of an offense
against public safety as someone who cultivates cholera-germs
without observing the proper precautions" (Cohn, 1966, p.
207).
This form of employing the metaphor did not originate
with the Nazis. In his 1909 book The Expansion of Races, Charles
Woodruff wrote as follows of Jewish immigration into the
United States:
The same law applies to the Jew as applies to a bacillus
or any other organism which may be beneficial if few
and in place, but deadly if numerous and out of place.
... Just as soon as he becomes so numerous as to be
an economic disease he is eradicated. The persecution
of the Jew, then, is and always has been a natural law,
because it is necessary for survival of the supporting
organism. (p. 383)
Woodruff contended that Poland had 'died of this ethnic infectious disease,' and the same fate awaited the United States if it
did not limit immigration (p. 385).
According to Martin Pernick (1996), Dr. Haiseldon, one of
the few eugenic supporters in the United States to openly advocate euthanasia, clearly invoked the organism metaphor as
an important means of protecting the social body by contending that the death of inferiors "is the great and lasting disinfectant" for the race (p. 84). While few mainstream American eugenicists publicly supported euthanasia as a eugenic response,
many invoked eliminationist rhetoric that corresponded to the
organism metaphor (O'Brien, 1999). "Death," said Leon Cole
(1914), invoking an unusual medical metaphor, "is the normal
process of elimination in the social organism, and .

.

. in pro-

longing the lives of defectives we are tampering with the functioning of the social kidneys" (p. 503). As in Nazi Germany,
this rhetoric fostered the view that eliminating or preventing the birth of degenerates was an important element of
purification or of cleansing the community of its inferior
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elements.
As noted above, the German physician during the Nazi era
was considered an 'Erbarzt,' or a hereditary physician, whose
primary duty was "to take care of the nation's most valuable
germ-plasm" ("New German Entymology

... ,"

1934, p. 126).

Cohen (1988) added that doctors within the Reich were "biological soldiers" who had been "charged with healing the
wounded social organism by killing all who attacked it," (p.
33) including those with presumably hereditary conditions
that could be spread throughout the community. Within the
context of such a system, providing medical assistance to the
'unfit' was to "commit treason against the racial heritage of the
German people" (Altman, 1939, p. 132).
In keeping with the organism metaphor as an apt means
of framing its eugenics and race hygiene programs, the Nazis
referred to gassing, first used in its euthanasia program, as
'desinfektion,' and those who carried the bodies from the gas
chambers to either the dissection rooms or incinerators were
called 'disinfectors' or 'decontaminators' (Fleming, 1982, p. 23;
Muller-Hill, 1988, pp. 97-98). Zyklon B, used in the Auschwitz
gas chambers, was originally developed by a fumigation
company for the purpose of pest control (Friedlander, 2004,
p. 182). Orders for the chemical 'were placed by the chief disinfectant officer of the Waffen SS on behalf of the Auschwitz
'Extermination and Fumigation Division," and the gas was
supplied by a company called Degesch, which was a German
acronym for 'German Company for Pest Control' (Hilberg,
1967, p. 130; Milller-Hill, 1988, p. 70; Oplinger, 1990, pp. 245246). Paul Weindling (1989) noted that disguising gas chambers
as shower facilities-as well as the widespread use of the term
'race cleansing'-was an intentional expression of the Nazi
mindset that compared individual hygiene to race hygiene (p.
550).

Reification of the Metaphor
Interestingly, those subgroups that are targets of the organism metaphor as a primary means of social construction are
often relegated to environments where they are apt to become
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infected with communicable diseases or parasites, thus reifying the metaphor. Ghettos, tenements, reservations, detention
centers, prisons, asylums and similar locations, as well as the
vehicles used to transport people to such environments, are
often characterized by unsanitary and unhealthy conditions.
As contamination rates within such segregated environments
increases, the perception that the group itself is infectiousand that their segregation is rightly a public health rather than
a social or political concern-becomes validated. While Jews,
for example, were referred to as 'lice' and 'bacteria' prior to
their placement in ghettoes and work camps, this metaphor
was no doubt strengthened when they were placed in these
environments where they naturally acquired parasites and
contagious diseases. Likewise, those who have been labeled
mentally retarded have, throughout the past century, been
confined to institutional environments that served to ensure
that group members would indeed become a public health
menace. This isn't to imply that such placement occurs for the
express purpose of reifying the metaphor. Nevertheless, the relationship between rhetoric that emphasizes images of contagion and contamination and the eventual infectious condition
of group members cannot be lost on those who engage in or
support social control measures.
Conclusion
Whether the target of animosity is welfare "parasites,"
"diseased" migrants, or gays and lesbians who are attempting
to "contaminate" the youth of the nation, the organism metaphor remains a consistent and virulent metaphor theme. One
conspicuous example of its contemporary use is in the denigration of Hispanic, and particularly Mexican, immigrants. In his
2002 book Brown Tide Rising, Otto Santa Ana noted the extensive use of the metaphor themes discussed above within the
context of California's Proposition 187 debate, which limited
rights to "illegal" immigrants during the 1990s. Supporters of
the Proposition frequently used body and disease metaphors
to frame this debate. Even more recently, advocates of restrictive measures such as Colorado Congressman and recent
Presidential Candidate Tom Tancredo have both invoked
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organism metaphors within their calls for restriction, and
have pointed out what they believe is the very real possibility of contagion from unrestricted immigration. Tancredo contended that exotic conditions such as Chagas disease (otherwise known as the "kissing bug disease"), leprosy (Hansen's
disease) and Dengue fever are increasing in the U.S. due to
Mexican immigration (2006, pp. 165-166). Many other contemporary examples which parallel the historical ones described
in this text could be delineated.
Human beings have very strong subconscious reactions
to the specter of bodily invasion and the subsequent corruption of our bodies from within, and propagandists are quick to
exploit these fears for socio-political purposes. In our efforts to
advocate on behalf of vulnerable populations, social workers
must attend to the overall political environment within which
policy decisions are made, which includes the conceptualization or framing of the groups in question. The term "perception is reality" is nowhere truer than in the discussion and implementation of public policy. If social workers leave the social
construction of vulnerable populations to individuals and organizations that are inimical to the interests of such populations, we will be fighting an uphill battle in our efforts to foster
supportive social policies.
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Relying on field observationand twenty qualitativeinterviews with
shelter residents, this article examines how the bureaucracy and
institutionalizationwithin a homeless shelterfits various tenets of
Goffman's (1961) "total institution," particularly with regard to
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The feminization of poverty is a widely studied social
phenomenon (Center for Law & Social Policy [CLASP], 2006;
DiBlasio & Belcher 1995; Erickson, 2005/06; United States
Census Bureau, 2005; United States Department of Housing &
Urban Development [HUD], 2007). Of the approximately 38
million Americans who live under the poverty line, 28 million
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are women (United States Census Bureau, 2005). In 2004, 57
percent of female-headed households with children were living
below the poverty line (United States Census Bureau, 2004). By
2007, this statistic had increased to 59.6 percent (HUD, 2007).
While both homeless men and women suffer from abject
poverty, the concerns of women are more complex and
nuanced. Contributing to the gender-homelessness link are
several intertwining social and situational factors (Tessler,
Rosenheck, & Gamache, 2004). While homeless women cope
with similar challenges faced by homeless men, such as mental
illness (Mowbray & Thrasher, 1995), addiction (Baker & Carson,
1999), and economic issues (Abramovitz, 2005), they are also
disproportionately responsible for child-rearing (Averitt, 2003;
Kissane, 2006) and more likely to be victimized by family
members and intimate partners (Gibson-Davis, Magnuson,
Gennetian, & Duncan, 2005). As such, they are at greater risk
for poverty and homelessness (Hagan, 1987).
In the general population, women with children are also
disproportionately represented among those who utilize resources available through governmental-based social services
(CLASP, 2006; DiBlasio & Belcher, 1995; Erickson, 2005/06).
One of the primary avenues social service and philanthropic
agencies have responded to homeless women is through the
use of shelters. The shelter movement began in earnest in the
1970s, as a response to the growing homelessness rate spurred
by high unemployment, rising housing costs, and deinstitutionalization of people with severe mental illness (Arrighi,
1997; Dordick, 1996). At the time, homelessness was seen as a
temporary problem on both an individual and societal level.
However, as homelessness rates continued to rise through the
late 1980s (represented increasingly by women and families),
shelters became permanent community fixtures. With this development came heightened shelter bureaucratization and institutionalization, perceived as a way to facilitate communal
living (Gounis, 1992; Morgan, 2002; Stark, 1994).
Such bureaucratization and institutionalization have
become so salient within contemporary homeless shelters that
some argue they embody many of the tenets of a total institution (Bogard, 1998; Dordick, 1996; Snow & Anderson, 1993;
Stark, 1994) as originally conceptualized by Goffman (1961). In
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its most general definition, a total institution is "a place of residence.. .where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut
off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time,
together lead an enclosed formally administered round of life"
(Goffman, 1961, p. xiii). While Goffman did not classify homeless shelters as total institutions at the time of his writing (pre1970s shelter movement), research on various types of shelters
(e.g., homeless, domestic violence) has examined the ways in
which they may be classified as such (Bogard, 1998; Moe, 2009;
Snow & Anderson, 1993; Stark, 1994). As Stark (1994) attests,
shelters become a type of total institution "when the role that
the individual assumes as shelter resident blocks his or her
ability to pursue the most basic human roles-those of friend,
lover, husband, wife, parent, and so forth" (p. 557).
The goal of this paper are twofold. First, we examine the
ways in which an urban Midwestern shelter, referred here
as The Refuge (pseudonym), operates as a total institution.
Second, we explore the ways in which female residents negotiated the bureaucracy and institutionalization within this
shelter, presenting our findings within a typology of survival
strategies: submission, adaptation, and resistance. Data come
from field observations within the shelter and semi-structured
interviews conducted with twenty female residents.
Methods
Descriptionof Field Location: The Refuge
The Refuge is a homeless shelter located in a Midwestern
city. The building was constructed in the 1930s by an Evangelical
Christian couple and run as a soup kitchen. The Refuge continues to operate privately as a faith-based organization, employing about thirty people, most of whom are part-time workers.
However, while religion continues to be the root of the shelter's
mission, and was a personal focus of some residents at the time
of our study, it did not translate directly into the daily functioning of the shelter. The Refuge's many services, though termed
"ministries," encompassed a blend of practical programs and
counseling. As such, the characteristics of this shelter parallel those found by other researchers' descriptions of secular,
non-religious shelters (Williams, 2003; Dordick, 1996; Kissane,
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2007). At the time of this study, The Refuge was divided into
three units-one for single men, one for single women as well
as women with children, and one devoted to a women's restoration program. Our research focused on the women's unit,
which accommodated 54 women and children with bedrooms,
private bathrooms, and a community lounge. The typical stay
for residents was 30 to 45 days, which is comparable to other
women's shelters in the area.

Data Collection Procedures
The primary means of gathering data for this research were
qualitative, semi-structured interviews. Relying on standpoint
epistemology, interviews were purposively conducted with
members of a socially and economically marginalized group
with the premise that an important yet undervalued vantage
point on women's homelessness and use of shelters would be
obtained. Our goal was to position our participants' accounts
of homelessness and survival against other, more hegemonic
accounts offered by the gendered, raced and classed voices of
those more socially privileged (e.g., therapists, social workers,
police, legislators, religious leaders) [Harding, 1991; Hartsock,
1987]. While employee accounts would have likely produced
a different perspective, we focused on interviews with shelter
residents, providing a voice to those less clearly heard by the
shelter bureaucracy. A goal of this research was to explore the
positionality of those subjected to the total institution structure,
since a clear "us" versus "them" ("staff" versus "residents")
mentality operated within the shelter.
Twenty confidential, semi-structured interviews with
female residents were conducted by the first author within
private rooms of the shelter. After answering basic demographic questions, the woman were asked to describe how they
became homeless, the ways in which they had sought help for
their homelessness, and the circumstances that brought them
to the shelter. Of particular interest were their life conditions
prior to and during the process of becoming homeless, such as
instances of domestic violence, job loss, or illness. We were also
interested in their experiences with obtaining assistance from
various social entities, including the police/justice system,
shelters, counselors, and social service agencies. It was within
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this realm that the women discussed their experiences with the
shelter, a reoccurring theme of which was frustration with their
current living arrangements. Several follow-up questions were
asked, inquiring what they would change about the shelter,
and their thoughts of shelter rules and staff. The responses to
these questions separated the women into groups, allowing
a typology of survival strategies to emerge, consistent with a
grounded constructionist analysis (see Charmaz, 2006).
A complimentary form of data collection involved participant observation. The first author spent three months (approximately 100 hours) visiting the shelter as an observer,
gaining rapport with staff and residents. Participant observation provided a key opportunity to triangulate the findings of
the resident interviews. Indeed, observations of staff-resident
and resident-resident interactions coincided directly with the
semi-structured interview content.
The Refuge as a Total Institution
Goffman (1961) posited that a bureaucracy operates
within the total institution wherein a clear demarcation occurs
between those who have power (in terms of decision making
and the administration of the institution) and those who are
dependent upon the institution. The very functioning of a total
institution requires a rigid set of rules and regulations, the
aim of which is to systematically exert control over residents
and reinforce hierarchy. The hierarchy is well understood by
all those within the institution, and those who question it are
necessarily subject to punishment through a variety of means
(Goffman, 1961; Snow & Anderson, 1993).
In an effort to run efficiently and, presumably, fairly, a
bureaucratic structure was employed at The Refuge, which
encompassed many rules and illustrated a clear demarcation
between staff and residents. For discipline, The Refuge utilized a point system. A staff member could issue a point to any
resident for any rule infraction or disobedience. Once issued,
the point could not be reversed, unless formally erased by
the issuing staff member. Residents were terminated from the
shelter after receiving three points. Lisa described her concern
about this policy:
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One girl got wrote up because she's got four kids. She's
a single mom, and all her kids are too young to go to
day camp. So, she's got four kids, and they wrote her
up because a job that she went to didn't hire her-but
she's got four kids, four small kids... where are her kids
supposed to go? They of course not gonna hire her
because she got four kids taggin' along with her to the
interview...

Characteristic of total institutions, shelter staff enjoyed a
wide degree of discretion in terms of issuing points, as well as
enforcing other rules, administering services, and providing
access to resources (Marvasti, 2002; Mulder, 2004). Through
observation, it was clear that staff at The Refuge were encouraged to use their discretion in such matters as distributing personal items, as well as permitting entrance and exit of residents
from the shelter. Likewise, education and access to community
resources were subject to the approval and assistance of each
resident's caseworker. The wide margin of staff discretion, and
their potential misuse of authority, created a deep power differential from the residents' perspectives. As Becky commented, "I think some of the staff treat them [residents] okay, but
overall, I think they treat them kind of harsh .... I think they on

a power trip." Moreover, this discretion allowed staff to reinforce their own version of hierarchy, favoring some residents
over others (see Holden, 1997). As Angela attested:
They staff...they are something else! I think they pick
and choose who they like and who they let do certain
stuff.... One woman got caught stealing...didn't
nothing happen to her. Then somebody else bought
take-out food and got written up.
Because total institutions emphasize conformity to rules,
there is little respect for autonomy or individuality (Goffman,
1961). Residents are viewed as dependents, reduced to virtual
child-like status, in that they are fully reliant on the institution
for all of their basic necessities (e.g., food, shelter, clothing, personal items) [Snow & Anderson, 1993]. In this way, residing at
the shelter seemed to carry with it the presumption that one is
incapable of regulating one's own affairs. Such a supposition
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is closely related to the original conceptualization of the total
institution, in that such facilities have traditionally been associated with persons who, due to either illness or poor decision
making, are seen as incapable of functioning in the larger community (e.g., people with mental illness, criminal offenses or
contagious diseases) [Stark, 1994].
Accordingly, The Refuge relied upon an age-graded system
(Goffman, 1961) aimed at subjecting previously independent
adults to rules and tasks that were infantalizing and demoralizing. For instance, rules dictated when and where activities,
mealtime, recreation, and bedtime took place. Residents resented such measures. As Nicole commented, "If they want
respect, they should talk to you with respect and not talk to us
like we kids, 'cause we are all adults here."
Thus, in order to survive within a shelter institution, it was
often necessary for residents to confront and reconcile certain
role conflicts (Stark, 1994). According to Goffman (1961), it
becomes impossible for residents of total institutions to maintain their civic role of autonomous adults while complying
with their institutionalized role of dependents. Mothers, in
particular, recognized the institutionally imposed role conflict
between autonomous adult and dependent. Prior to entering
shelter, many women who were mothers were considered the
sole heads of their families. Upon entering the shelter, however,
their familial leadership roles were usurped by staff authority.
Subsequently, both mothers and their children were subjected
to the rules and discipline of the shelter.
Yolanda commented: I feel like they are taking some
of my dignity, my pride, away.. .in my children's eyes
also. They are used to me being the strong one. I take
care of them. And then to see me having to answer for
every little thing I do.
Prior research on homeless women's shelter experiences substantiates these elements of the total institution. For
example, Stark (1994) cites the loss of respect experienced by
parents from their children within shelter institutions. More
specifically, Breese and Feltey (1996) found that the privacy,
freedom and control women had within their homes, and
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lives in general, were drastically compromised upon entering a shelter. Becoming homeless and accepting space within
a shelter institution were equated with forsaking the "privileges" that housed people take for granted. So while shelters
are distinct from institutions, such as prisons and some mental
health hospitals, wherein people are confined against their
will and are not free to leave, there is an element of coercion
within them. While women were free to leave, this "freedom"
was mitigated by the consequences of living homeless on the
streets or otherwise without secure access to shelter, food and
clothing. To put oneself, and in many instances one's children, in such perilous circumstances is not a realistic "choice"
per se. The safety of the shelter, regardless of its bureaucratic
nature, becomes the most pragmatic and reasonable means of
survival.
It is not surprising that the shelter affects how women negotiate homelessness (Mulder, 2004; Stark, 1994). The shelter
experience operates largely through bureaucratic processes
aimed at resident institutionalization (Stark, 1994), and admittance into a shelter requires complete submission to its
bureaucracy and staff (Mulder, 2004; Stark, 1994). A peculiar
contradiction is thus created, wherein the supposed goals of
the shelter-to provide a nurturing and empowering environment for residents so that they may become independent and
self-sufficient-are couched against a structure that relies on
obedience and conformity (Ferraro, 1981).
We turn now to the ways in which women residents at The
Refuge negotiated the institution. Their narratives delineate
a typology of strategies utilized to navigate the bureaucratic,
institutionalizing shelter structure. In this vein, they either (1)
submitted to the institution by accepting it; (2) adapted to the
institution by reframing their perspective about it; or (3) rejected the institution through various means of resistance.

Surviving the Shelter as a Total Institution

Submission: Embracing the Total Institution
Based on their responses to the interview questions and
field observations, we categorized seven of the interviewees
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as "submitters" to the shelter institution because of their complete deference to the organization, its power hierarchy, and its
disciplinary system. Such women fit the categories of "good,"
"deserving" or "appropriate" clientele (Ferraro 1981; Lindsey,
1998; Marvasti 2002), in that they obeyed the rules, did not
question the authority of the staff, stayed out of others' business, and appeared grateful for what they received. The shelter
organization thrived with these residents, who due to their
compliance, reinforced the structure and created a reciprocal
codependence between themselves and the organization. In
other words, the shelter, whose stated purpose is to help residents become independent, actually reinforced dependence on
the system through its support of submissive residents (Stark
1994).
An example of such dependence and submission to the
institution can be found in Mary and her two children, who
had resided in The Refuge for six months at the time of her
interview. The Refuge policy dictates a maximum shelter
stay of thirty days, so substantial exceptions were made on
her behalf. Instead of pursuing outside work, Mary applied
for and was hired as a staff person in the women's dormitory
-the same dormitory in which she was living. She lamented
the lack of enforcement of shelter rules during the interview,
which she had to both enforce upon others and follow herself.
When asked if there were any rules that she would change,
Mary replied, "No, definitely not. I would make sure they are
enforced." Mary stated that she had no future plans of leaving
the shelter, and she was indeed still living and working at The
Refuge when data collection was completed (comprising a
nine-month stay).
Several other excerpts were notable for their very brief
and unqualified acceptance of the bureaucracy. In response
to a question about whether they would like to see anything
changed in the shelter, Judy responded, "Nope. I would keep
it exactly how they got it." Similarly, Nakiea stated, "I'm
not going to say the [The Refuge] is perfect, but it is close
to perfect." With regard to whether they would change any
rules in the shelter, Judy responded, "I would leave the rules
the same." The responses were not only brief, but also quite
passive, appearing almost preprogrammed. While these
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women were probed for further elaboration, they were unwilling to offer any. Their retention of the subordinate role within
the shelter structure seemed to necessitate this succinct communication. While we were unable to determine whether they
were aware of their subjugated state, or just willing to accept
it for the sake of survival, we interpreted this communication
style as a retention strategy aimed at conforming to the shelter
bureaucracy in ways that did not jeopardize their stay or status
within it. Indeed, such a survival strategy may be illustrative
of a strategic use of power by these women, in that by appearing non-confrontational and conformist, they are consciously
acting the part required of them in order to secure a roof over
their heads.

Adaptation: Reframing the Total Institution
Seven women adjusted to shelter institutionalization
through adaptation. The adaptive strategies assumed two
primary strategies: (1) emphasizing spirituality; or (2) recreation of hierarchy. This group was characterized by their acknowledgement of their subjugated role within the shelter
hierarchy. However, unlike the unquestioned acceptance illustrated by those who submitted to their status, "adapters"
reframed their identities in ways that allowed them to define
for themselves where they fit within the hierarchy.

Adaptation through emphasizing the spiritualself. Adaptation
through one's spiritual identity was a powerful element to
shelter survival. Unlike the submitters, spiritual adapters were
able to articulate the reasons for their homelessness, accept responsibility for their situation, and view their faith as central
to their efforts to regain economic independence. Indeed, what
was distinct about this group of women was their heightened
sense of personal responsibility. They viewed their homelessness as a result of their "sins," and believed that only through
a genuine focus on their spirituality would they have any hope
of escaping their plight. In contrast to submitters, spiritual
adapters did not appear to embrace the bureaucratic and institutionalized nature of the shelter. They seemed relatively uninterested in condoning the shelter's practices and the efforts
of its staff. Instead they turned inward, embracing their faith
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as an instructional guide in accepting and resolving their situations. In this way, spiritual adapters seemed focusing on their
faith for their own psychological well-being-to make sense of
a senseless situation. While The Refuge was a faith-based organization, the ties between its spiritual mission and the daily
operations as they related to clients were few and far between.
Thus, it did not appear that spiritual adaptation was done in a
way that illustrated submission to the institution. Their intention was not to unquestionably conform, but rather to adapt
an explanation for their predicament based on their spiritual
beliefs about the role of a higher power.
In a poignant example, Michelle was residing at the shelter
with her two children because her boyfriend, with whom she
had been living, had sexually abused her daughter. Michelle
thought that her own sins caused the sexual abuse of her
daughter and subsequent homelessness.
It's a whole process that I have to go through turning
my life around, changing and seeking God and seeing
what He has in store for me. I done missed out on a lot
of blessings because of the things that I used to do and,
and being in a relationship with somebody that didn't
have God in their life. He really got my attention by
using my daughter. I felt that God used my daughter to
show me that I need to leave this man alone.
This form of adaptation was not meant to excuse Michelle's
circumstances, but rather to contextualize and clarify God's
justification for her plight. Homelessness and the institutionalization of the shelter was the retribution Michelle reasoned she
must pay for her lack of faithfulness to her ascribed ideology.
Another example was found in Marie's narrative, who as
a self-acknowledged alcoholic and "recovering" lesbian, believed that these two "sins" were at the root of her predicament. However, she viewed herself as now being on the right
(or "righteous") path, explaining, "You could give me a yacht
and a big ol' house and I wouldn't care because I have a Savior
today, and I know He loves me, and I know He's taking care of
me. You know, it's not about material things."
lyayeiya expressed similar sentiments with regard to her
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"sin" of being "promiscuous" and having relationships with
abusive men, "I get my strength from God through prayer everyday. You know, He gets me up in the morning. He provides
shelter... this is like God's hotel to me. I don't see this as, 'Uh,
I stay at the shelter."' As a result of her belief in God's care,
lyayeiya had resolved to keep men and "fornication" out of
her life as she worked to move out of homelessness.
As further illustration of the way in which spiritual adapters used their religious beliefs to psychologically negotiate
homelessness, when Lee-Low was asked how she stayed positive while in the shelter, she responded, "[I] think about God.
I know He loves me, and I know He been good to me." With
an emphasis on spiritual growth, rather than material wealth,
these women were able to define their existence by a higher
calling. Adhering strongly to faith gave spiritual adapters
much needed hope and comfort, mitigating feelings of desperation, confusion and loneliness. By purposefully adapting
their circumstances to a larger spiritual lesson and purpose,
they were able to reframe their shelter experience.

Adaptation through recreating hierarchies. In the second
adaptive strategy, women reframed the shelter experience in
ways that allowed them to see themselves as better positioned
than other residents. Distinct from the spiritual adapters who
focused on personal responsibility and spiritual growth, hierarchical adapters focused more on the distinct circumstances
of shelter residents, differentiating between those considered
"homeless" and those considered "houseless." Homelessness
referred to those who entered shelter because of an incapacitation, perceived lack of judgment or poor decision-making,
such as mental illness or alcoholism. Alternatively, houseless referred to those who entered shelter due to "bad luck"
(e.g., losing a job, going though a difficult divorce). A homeless person was in a long-term predicament and deserved
some amount of personal blame. A houseless person was in
a temporary situation that could be rectified given some time
and assistance. In this way, a hierarchy between residents was
created.
Tasha illustrated the distinction well, "This is my third
time being here. I might have been homeless, well houseless
three times. Each time, I feel it wasn't my fault." She indicated

"Like a Prison!":Women's Narrativesof Surviving Shelter

127

that she had become houseless due to being laid off, suffering
poor credit, and forced evictions. Angela also elaborated on
this distinction, having found herself houseless due to fleeing
domestic violence:
There's a lot of women up here that has.. .I'm not
perfect... but has drug problems, alcohol problems. I
feel that they should have treatment here for that, you
know? It's twelve women in there.. .and they're nasty.
They are very nasty.
By recreating a hierarchy among residents, these women
were able to maintain pride and self-worth by adapting the perception that they were better than some of the other residents.
In essence, they were buying into commonly held stereotypes
regarding distinctions between the deserving and undeserving poor. In this way, they illustrated an internalization of cultural ideology regarding homelessness for others, yet resisted
such ideology with regard to themselves (Williams, 2003). By
defining themselves as something other than homeless, these
women created a flexible space in which they could assert their
own condition, despite the fact that doing so necessitated the
denial of such space to others (Wardhaugh, 1999). Indeed, to
construct and maintain a sense of self-worth within such a
context may be critical for survival, particularly for those who
exist at the margins (Snow & Anderson, 1987).
Resistance: Rejecting the Total Institution
A third group of women actively resisted the bureaucracy
and structure of the shelter, which they viewed as contributing
to their marginalization. Comprised of six women, this group
opposed the subordination of the shelter experience, doing so
most often by verbally expressing their opinions and thoughts
to staff and other residents. Nee-Nee exemplified the "resisters" when she blatantly responded that the shelter's services
were "full of shit." This group was characterized by conscientious efforts at retaining a sense of themselves within the
shelter. Their voices and actions expressed their desire for autonomy and respect as individuals. As Kelly described:
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I let them [staff] know they ain't gonna use none of that
[rules and use of discretion] against me, 'cause I know
that I have street smarts and educational smarts, and
I'm not gonna let you judge me off that and break me
down like I can't be on the same level as you... That's
how they do. They'll try to demean you, the staff do
here... They wanna just brainwash you... But that's not
gonna help you get an apartment.

This group of women aptly articulated the contradictory
nature of the shelter institution, and were unique from the
other groups in their ability to place their critiques within a
larger social context. For example, Alice compared the shelter
system to a correctional system:
I think shelters should be like a shelter, not like a
treatment center. If you come into a shelter, you need it
not to feel like a correctional center. Like a prison! You
got people right back out there on the streets because
they don't want to be closed in all the time.
It was not surprising then, given their non-conformity, that
these resisters were more likely to recognize the effects of institutionalization and the resultant loss of personhood. Indeed, it
was primarily from their transcripts that excerpts were found
to document our earlier examination of the structure and bureaucracy of the shelter. Because of this, they were also most
likely to recall arguments with the staff as they challenged the
discretionary use of power.
Nicole stated: She [staff] was like, "You have to clean
up this room, and clean up behind your kids and tell
her to go in your room. You aren't supposed to be out
here." And the girl [shelter resident] was like, "You're
not my mother.. .you can talk to me better than that
'cause I'm grown just like you." And they [staff] put
her out because she said that.
This sentiment, regarding discretionary use of power by
shelter staff to suppress vocal opposition, was echoed by Lisa:
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"I think that we should be able to complain-like my complaints about [shelter staff]-if they are not doing something
right... [Staff] don't listen to you say, 'staff is doing this."'
Resisters also addressed the disruption of parenting within
the shelter. Yolanda, for example, bought a bottled fruit juice
for her pregnant teen daughter even though it was against the
shelter's money management policy. She explained:
I withdrew money to get [my daughter] something [to
drink]. I'm not going to have her go into the hospital
because of [the shelter's] rules. But see, I'm going to
have to answer for that. You know, [staff] will say,
"You should have got permission." I am 44 years old. I
shouldn't have to ask permission to do something for
my children.
Prior research (Grella, 1994) suggests that resistant women
may be of a distinct type within the general homeless population-mentally ill to the point that they are unable to function
within a shelter for any period of time without violating many
rules and causing general disturbances. However, we are not
convinced that this was the case with the resisters in our study.
Indeed, of the six women who reported or were observed to
suffer from a mental illness, only one was categorized as a
resister. We thus remain open to the possibility that women
deemed resisters in our sample were simply that-they were
more conscious of and/or willing to articulate the problems
and contradictions encountered during shelter stay.
Conclusion
This research examined the ways in which a homeless
shelter qualified as a total institution, in accordance to the
tenets set forth by Goffman (1961), and the strategies employed
by homeless women within it. Residents were subjected to a
bureaucracy and system of rules, premised largely on an agegraded system and layered with liberal use of staff discretion that dictated nearly all facets of their lives. In examining
the ways in which the women in our sample dealt with this
institution, three distinct survival categorizations arose:
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(a) those who submitted, seemingly without question, to the
institution; (b) those who adapted in ways that allowed them
to conform to the bureaucracy but still retain a sense of individuality; and (c) those who completely rejected the institution
in ways that illustrated an awareness of the bureaucratic structure that facilitated their marginalized status.
Our findings contribute to the literature regarding the bureaucratic nature of shelter institutions, and the standpoints
of women residing therein. Also of note is the development
of a survival typology, which serves as an illustration of constructionist grounded theory-a presentation of theory arising
from data within a particular context (Charmaz, 2006). While
our findings may not be generalized to a larger population,
they do provide for theoretical transferability (Guba, 1981) in
that the conceptual advancements made here may be used as
a framework for other shelter settings (e.g., domestic violence
shelters) and populations (e.g., sheltered men).
Future research could concentrate on adaptations of our
typology along other demographical variables as well, particularly in terms of race, ethnicity, age, (dis)ability, sexual orientation and so on. Our typology could also be expanded to
account for more dynamics or situational factors within shelter
settings. Of particular interest is whether the length of shelter
stay affects a person's placement within the typology. Because
our sample was cross-sectional and our interviewing strategy
was semi-structured (questions specifically about the impact
of length of stay were not consistently included), we were not
able to determine whether our typology represented a distinction between women's survival strategies per se, or rather a
progressive experience of identity deterioration that correlated with stages of institutionalization. In other words, to what
extent and under what contexts were submitters once resisters?
While we did notice that the resisters in our sample tended to
report shorter shelter stays as compared to other residents, we
were not able to go back to the women who fit in the other two
categories to see if they had once acted in a more resisting way,
but then changed as time passed.
Based on personal observations of the shelter, this did
not seem to be the case. The women seemed to lean in one
direction or another from the start, however it may have been
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the case that women who were more inclined to submit from
the start of their shelter stay had already been socialized/institutionalized by other agencies or shelters, whereas the women
more inclined to resist had not. Longitudinal analysis of this
question, as well as questions geared specifically toward understanding the range of women's past help-seeking, could
provide greater breadth to our findings. Such research could
further elucidate how social service-based agencies, like shelters, affect their clientele in terms of their coping mechanisms
over the long term.
Despite the potential for future research, our present
analysis does provide an expansion in our understanding of
women's poverty and homelessness, specifically the ways in
which shelters have both worked for and against homeless
women's survival. Such social critiques are timely within our
current economic crisis. The results of this analysis point to
several recommendations for homeless shelters, beginning
with a thorough reevaluation of shelter goals and practices. A
contradiction exists between the operation of such agencies,
and their reaction to and dismissal of those who reject their
structures. Indeed, the women in our study who resisted the
shelter's rules and its staff, and subsequently risked being
denied the safety and security the shelter could provide, were
in a way the very type of individual social service-based agencies claim to want to create. Given the appropriate resources,
these women exhibited the drive and tenacity to survive in an
autonomous state. Indeed, if agencies that served marginalized
populations, like homeless women, were truly concerned with
and committed to fostering self-sufficiency, it would be these
clientele who would be seen as at least somewhat desirable.
This adversarial relationship is inherently counter-productive to the goal of self-sufficiency of shelter residents. Homeless
shelter workers should operate as advocates for shelter residents, providing individualized case management to aid in
securing employment and stable housing. Staff should be
educated about inequality (Abramovitz, 2005), urban neighborhood issues (Kissane, 2004), and poverty policies (such as
welfare reform) to aid their advocacy for clients (Kissane, 2006).
With this knowledge, staff should be able to display greater
empathy for residents, holding more positive regard for clients
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rather than judgment. Appropriate strengths-based assistance
may thus become possible (Saleebey, 2005).
A great divide exists between academic literature about
social service provision and actual implementation of shelter
policies by street level bureaucrats (Hopper, 2003). Best practices for shelters should be informed by the academic literature,
and formulated to reach a diverse population. Moreover, client
experiences should be included in the formulation of such protocols (Wuthnow, Kackett, & Hsu, 2004). This recommendation
is especially salient in faith-based organizations, where empirical research disputes their current effectiveness (Kissane, 2007).
It is the responsibility of social service organizations to understand the ways in which organizations have both worked for
and against homeless women's survival. The services of such
organizations must push beyond the pragmatic physical needs
of food, water and shelter, and begin addressing the human
need for acceptance, affirmation and amity.
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This article looks at the subject of accountability in the administration of the human services. The history of accountability over
the last four decades is chronicled and discussed. The point is
made that during this period, funders have largely determined
the nature of accountability.Becausefunders have been primarily
concerned with funding, accountability has tended to be financial
in nature. The authors argue that the focus on financial accountability had two major detrimental effects. First, programmatic
accountability was reduced to secondary importance. Second, a
wedge was driven between macro administrative practice and
micro direct practice as social work managers and administrators
became almost exclusively concerned with financial accountability to the detriment of programmatic accountability.The authors
go on to suggest that the performance measurement movement
has united programmatic and financial accountability and has
reunited macro administrativepractice and micro direct practice.
Key words: accountability, administrative practice outcomes,
performance measurement

What is accountability? At its most fundamental level,
accountability means having the responsibility to uphold a
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, March 2010, Volume XXXVII, Number 1
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certain level of performance based on a set of expectations outlined by another party. The age-old questions that arise when
discussing accountability are: "accountability to whom?"
and "accountability for what?" (Kettner & Martin, 1998). The
answers to these questions frame the goals and objectives of
human service agencies and their programs (Posner, 2002).
Additionally, accountability requires human service agencies
to accept responsibility for the programs they provide as well
as face critical assessment by stakeholders (Ludowise, 2004).
Accountability today is generally considered to be comprised of three equally important dimensions: efficiency,
quality and effectiveness (GPRA, 1993; GASB, 2008). The traditional definition of efficiency is the ratio of outputs to inputs,
or the shorthand version: the amount of service provided (see
Figure 1).
Figure 1. Expanded systems model

inputs --+ P

-*Outputs-+ Quality-+ Outcomes

Today, the basic systems model (inputs/outputs) has been
expanded to include not only efficiency (outputs), but also
quality and effectiveness (outcomes). Effectiveness is generally taken to mean the results, impacts or accomplishments
of service provision (e.g., GASB, 2008) or the amount of client
outcomes achieved (Carter, 1983). Quality is a more elusive
concept. Quality, like beauty, is said to lie in eye of the beholder. Consequently, there are many dimensions of quality, including: accessibility, conformity, durability, empathy, humanness,
responsiveness, reliability and others (Martin, 1993, p. 28).
Today, being accountable for the efficiency (outputs), quality
and effectiveness (outcomes) of human service programs is at
the crux of administrative practice. However, this is has not
always been the case.
When discussing accountability within the context of the
administration of the human services, it is helpful to review
how the concept has evolved over the years from the 1960s to
the present day. The first time period (1960-1970) set the stage
for the move to accountability. The second time period (1970-
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1980) provided insights into the formulation and development
of accountability. Finally, the third time period (1980-1990) saw
the evolution of accountability in the administration of human
services to the form most widely used today.
Accountability in Administrative Practice (1960s)
Prior to the 1960s, the concept of accountability in administration practice received little attention. The reason may have
been that society generally accepted the intrinsic value of the
human services (Carter, 1983). It was simply assumed a priori
that human services were beneficial to the people receiving
them (Carter, 1983). This sense of the 'goodness' of the human
services and a belief in the professional responsibility of nonprofit administrators and civil servants reduced the perceived
need to regularly incorporate accountability into administrative practice.
To the extent that accountability existed at the time, it differed depending upon the status (public/private) of human
service agencies. Government human service agencies provided services to public clients using tax dollars and were
accountable to public administrators and elected officials.
Nonprofit human service agencies provided services to private
clients with their own private resources and were accountable
to their own boards of directors. To all intents and purposes
there existed at this time two distinct human service systems,
one public and the other private.
The concept of professional accountability through licensure and certification was, of course, given attention, but it was
not linked to the larger structures of human service agencies
and programs. Additionally, no direct link existed between accountability at the micro level (direct practice) and at the macro
level (administrative practice). This situation existed despite
the fact that direct practice workers and macro level administrators depended upon each other for information and support
and both shared the common goal of working to benefit clients
(Neugeboren, 1996).
The advent of contracting in the late 1960s began to change
the nature of accountability in administration of human service
agencies (both public and private). During the late 1960s,
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three major public policy changes led to increased contracting
between government human service agencies and their nonprofit counterparts (Kettner & Martin, 1998):
1. States were authorized for the first time under the
human services titles of the Social Security Act to
contract with private nonprofit human service agencies.
Prior to this change, states could only contract with
other governments;
2. The U. S. Congress placed no upper limit on the
amount of federal funding states could earn for
providing services under the human service titles of
the Social Security Act (Title XX). This apparent policy
oversight meant that the federal government was
required to reimburse 'such sums as many be necessary'
to cover all approved human services provided by
states; and
3. States were authorized to utilize 'donated' funds to
satisfy federal matching funds requirements. Donated
funds were funds provided by other governments or
nonprofit agencies. The effect of this change was that
states could expand the types and amounts of human
services provided without incurring any additional
expenses themselves. All states had to do was act as
brokers bringing together the 75% federal funding with
the 25% donated matching funds.
The net effect of these three policy changes was to downplay programmatic accountability and in particular the efficiency (outputs), quality and effectiveness (outcomes) of the
human services. Financial accountability was the primary
concern as state and local governments and nonprofit human
service agencies joined forces to generate as much federal
funding as possible.
Accountability in Administrative Practice (1970s)
The changes in the Social Security Act made during the
1960s laid the ground work for what may well be the most
fundamental change in the human services, in social work
and in administrative practice since the New Deal of the
1930s. During the middle part of the decade of the 1970s, the
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predominant mode of human service delivery changed from
direct government delivery to private sector delivery (Benton,
Field, & Millar, 1978).
Since most of public funding for human services during
this period came directly or indirectly from the federal government, so too did the policies concerning accountability
(Elkin, 1985). Most contracts and grants were of the cost reimbursement type, meaning that government and nonprofit
human service agencies were reimbursed for their expenses
without regard to performance (the numbers of clients served,
the quality of the service provided or the numbers of client
outcomes achieved). Considerable effort was made to insure
compliance with federal laws and regulations so as not to jeopardize funding, but programmatic accountability issues were
still largely ignored (Austin, 2002).
The negative impact of the cost reimbursement funding
relationships and the use of donated funds on programmatic
accountability and, in particular the client outcomes movement, cannot be overstated. Government funding was for
the most part not tied either directly or indirectly to considerations of programmatic accountability and client outcomes.
Additionally, and because they continued to provide the
donated funds that states used to earn federal reimbursement,
nonprofit human service agencies vigorously opposed any attempts to hold them programmatically accountable (Kettner &
Martin, 1998).
The steadfast opposition of nonprofit human service agencies to become programmatically accountable led to a predictable backlash. At least some stakeholders began to question
if human service programs were actually producing desired
results (Rosenberg & Brody, 1974; Demone & Gibelman, 1989).
Commenting on the contemporary scene, Newman and Turem
(1974, p. 15) stated that the human services faced a 'crisis of
credibility.' Poertner and Rapp (1985) wondered aloud if contracting and accountability would ever meet? There was a developing sense that the entire picture of what was occurring in
the human services was not being properly presented (Lohman
& Lohman, 2002).
To summarize, by the latter part of the decade of the 1970s,
a sense existed that accountability meant more than financial
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accountability. However, there was no concerted attempt to
move in the direction of programmatic accountability. Little
attention was given to what today we would call 'performance
standards' or 'performance measures' and even less attention
was given to how programmatic accountability data might
be used to inform decision making and help guide practice
(Poertner & Rapp, 1985). In addition, no real attempt was
made to connect the efficiency, quality or outcomes of services
provided to clients at the micro direct practice level with the
policies and practices adopted at the macro administrative
practice level.
Accountability in Administrative Practice (1980s)
The 1980s brought about several changes in the administration of human service agencies and programs. These changes
significant altered how accountability was conceptualized. By
the beginning of the decade, the majority of states had reached
their ceilings on federal funding under Title XX of the Social
Security Act. The Reagan Administration replaced the Title XX
program with the Social Services Block Grant, accompanied by
an overall reduction in funding from the federal government
(Martin & Kettner, 1996).
During this time, the prevailing model for human service
policies and practices also shifted from uniform federal standards to a more decentralized model with state and local
governments determining their own service delivery policies
and priorities (Carter, 1983; Martin, 2004). At the administrative practice level, accountability came to mean insuring that
contracted nonprofit agencies performed properly (McKinney,
1981). Fueling the need for programmatic accountability was
the pressure to maintain service levels in the face of decreased
federal funding. Issues of how to contain costs by increasing
efficiency, quality and effectiveness became more relevant
(Kettner & Martin, 1982). State and local governments became
more concerned with holding nonprofits accountable for contract performance (Kettner & Martin, 1998). Some state agencies began experimenting with the collection of client outcome
data (Carter, 1983; APWA, 1980; Millar & Millar 1981).
Although programmatic accountability was now becoming
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more relevant, financial accountability continued to dominate.
Because of pressures to continue providing services during a
time of decreased funding, financial accountability continued
to take precedence over programmatic accountability (Elkin,
1985). The need to determine programmatic accountability,
however, had now been recognized and state and local governments began to include performance measures in their contracts with nonprofits (Kettner & Martin, 1998).
By the end of the 1980s, at least the theoretical importance of
programmatic accountability at the macro administrative practice level had been established. Though still taking a backseat
to financial accountability, state and local governments began
to formulate performance standards and to look at outputs,
quality and outcomes as a part of overall programmatic accountability. Attempts to link the micro and macro levels still
remained limited. Addressing accountability comprehensively
and systematically by simultaneously considering micro and
macro practice issues had yet to occur.
A Model For Conceptualizing Accountability
(1990-Present)
Policy and regulatory changes that took place during the
1990s again altered the nature of accountability in the human
services. Administrative policies and regulations at all government levels (federal, state and local) began to take the shape
of performance expectations being regularly included in contracts and grants (Kettner & Martin, 1998). In addition, stakeholders and funding sources became increasingly dissatisfied
with the argument that the effectiveness of human service programs were too difficult to measure (Austin, 2002; Martin &
Kettner, 1996).
During the 1990s, several major public policy changes
advanced programmatic accountability including: (1) the
Government Performance & Results Act; (2) the National
Performance Review; (3) managed care; and 4) the Government
Accounting Standards Board (GASB) service efforts and accomplishments (SEA) reporting initiative (Martin, 1997).
The Government Performance & Results Act (GPRA)
was passed into law in 1993 mandating that all federal
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departments report their performance annually to the President
and Congress. By this time, most state and local governments,
as well as nonprofit human service agencies, were heavily
dependent upon federal funds (Lauffer, 1997). Consequently,
the move to performance measurement had a major impact
(Kettner & Martin, 1998; Martin 1997). GPRA changed the accountability landscape by making programmatic accountability in the form of efficiency, effectiveness and quality the 'law of
the land' for organizations receiving federal funding (Austin,
2002). As a supplement and expansion of GPRA, the National
Performance Review (Vice President's Al Gore's 'reinventing
government' initiative) focused more specifically on program
outcomes (Kettner & Martin, 1998).
The services efforts and accomplishments (SEA) reporting initiative of the Government Accounting Standards Board
(GASB, 1994) was similar to GPRA, but was targeted at state
and local governments. GASB is the body responsible for establishing generally accepted accounting standards for state
and local governments (Epstein, 1992). SEA reporting brought
a standardized and systematic approach to the reporting of
programmatic accountability (Martin, 1997).
SEA reporting consists of three primary elements: (1)
service efforts; (2) service accomplishments; and (3) ratios that
compare service efforts and service accomplishments. Service
efforts are the inputs or resources that are used to provide a
program or service. Service accomplishments are comprised
of two major components: outputs, or the number of units of
service produced by a program, and outcomes, or measures of
the result, accomplishments or impacts of programs. Outputs
are the services actually provided and can be further subdivided into outputs which measure program efficiency and
outputs which measure program quality standards. Output
performance measures provide information about type and
amount of services or good produced (Martin & Kettner, 1996).
Because SEA reporting systematically stresses outputs, quality
and outcomes, it provides state and local governments with a
comprehensive approach to the assessment of programmatic
accountability.
As an outgrowth of the performance measurement movement, state and local governments moved to
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performance-based contracting (PBC) with their nonprofit (and
now for-profit) human service contractors. PBC was based on
the belief that contract agencies would perform better when
financial accountability was linked to programmatic accountability (Martin, 2005b). During the 1990s, the PBC approach
did result in significant increases in the efficiency (outputs),
quality and effectiveness (outcomes) of human service agencies and programs (USDHHS, 2007; McEwen & Nelson-Phillps,
2006; QIC, 2006; Martin, 2005a; Obrien & Revell, 2005).
Performance measurement and PBC also established a
common approach for reuniting micro direct practice and
macro administrative practice. The link that draws micro
and macro practice together is the shared goal of providing
the most efficient, the highest quality and the most effective
services to clients. Direct practice workers provide data on
program performance and client outcomes to administrators
who, in turn, utilize this information to determine if human
service programs are operating efficiently (outputs) and effectively (client outcomes) and are providing high quality services (Neugeboren, 1996).
Accountability in Administrative Practice
Going Forward
Today, performance accountability, in the form of performance measurement and performance-based contracting (PBC), has become a standard operating policy for most
human service funding sources (federal government, state
and local governments, foundations and the United Way).
The Government Performance & Result Act, with its emphasis on performance measurement, is now an essential part of
the way the federal government plans, implements, monitors
and evaluates human services and other programs (Martin &
Kettner, 2009). President Obama has repeatedly stated that he
wants to review all federal programs and to eliminate those
that do not demonstrate both financial and programmatic accountability. He has also promised to appoint the federal government's first 'Chief Performance Officer' (Stier, 2009). The
Federal Acquisition Regulation (Part 37-Service Contracting)
now makes performance-based contracting the federal
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government's preferred approach. State and local governments
have simply followed the lead of the federal government, as
has the United Way and many foundations (Martin & Kettner,
2009). Thus, it appears that performance accountability and financial accountability as well as macro administrative practice
and micro direct practice have been permanently rejoined.
Summary and Conclusion
When reflecting on the history of accountability in the
human services over the last 40+ years, it becomes clear that
the concept of accountability and what it means to be accountable have changed considerably. The current emphasis on performance accountability is a far cry from the beginnings of accountability in the human services when it was simply taken
for granted that programs meant to be beneficial actually were,
in fact, beneficial.
Because of its initial focus on funding considerations, this
article has argued that a wedge was driven between macro
level administrative practice and micro level direct practice,
with the former being primarily concerned with financial accountability and the latter being primarily concerned with
programmatic accountability. The performance accountability
and performance-based contracting (PBC) movements have
succeeded in reuniting programmatic and financial accountability as well as micro and macro practice.
Accountability in administrative practice is an evolving
concept, and just as it has changed significantly over the last
few decades, it will undoubtedly continue to change as time
goes by (Kettner & Martin, 1998). One can only hope that the
financial crises that confront both the public and private sectors
at the close of this decade will not turn back the clock.
References
American Public Welfare Association (APWA) (1980). A report of the
National Conference on 'Client Outcome Monitoring Proceduresfor
Social Services.' Washington DC. Author;
Austin, D. (2002). Accountability. Human services management (pp.
396-422). New York: Columbia University Press.

Accountability in Administrative Practice

147

Bardach, E., & Lesser, C. (1996). Accountability in human services
collaboratives: For what? And to whom? Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, 6, 197-224.
Benton, B., Field, T. & Millar, R. (1978). Social services: Federallegislation
vs. State implementation. Washington DC: The Urban Institute.
Boschken, H. L. (1994). Organizational performance and multiple
constituencies. Public Administration Review, 54, 308-312.
Carter, R. (1983). The accountable agency. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage
Publications.
Demone, H. L., & Gibelman, M. (1989). Monitoring, evaluation, and
accountability in purchase of service. Services for sale. Purchasing
health and human services (pp. 325-329). New Jersey: Rutgers
University.
Elkin, R. (1985). Paying the piper and calling the tune: Accountability
in the human services. Administration in Social Work, 9, 1-13.
Epstein, P. (1992). Get ready: The time for performance measurement
is finally coming! Public Administration Review, 52, 513-519.
Government Performance& Results Act of 1993 (Public Law 103-62).
Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) (1994). Concepts
statement no. 2 of the Governmental Accounting Standards Board
on concepts related to service efforts and accomplishment reporting.
Norwalk, CT: Author.
Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) (2008). Proposed
statement of the Governmental Accounting Standards Board on
concepts relating to service efforts & accomplishments reporting.
Norwalk, CT: Author.
Kettner, P. & Martin, L. L. (1982). Making decisions about purchase
of service contracting. In H. W. Demone & M. Gibelman (1989),
Services for sale. Purchasinghealth and human services (pp. 187-199).
New Jersey: Rutgers University.
Kettner, P. & Martin, L. L. (1998). Accountability in Purchase of
Service Contracting. In M. Gibelman & H. Demone (Eds.) The
privatizationof human services: Policy and practice issues (pp. 183204). New York: Springer Publications.
Kettner, P., Moroney, R. & Martin, L. L. (1999). Designingand managing
programs. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Lauffer, A. (1997). Grants,etc. Newbury Park: Sage Publications.
Lohmann, R. & Lohmann, N. (2002). Accountability. Social
administration(pp. 224-239). New York, NY: Columbia University
Press.
Ludowise, C. (2004). Accountability in social service contracting: The
state action doctrine and beyond. Journal of Health and Human
Services Administration, 27, 304-330.
Martin, L. L. (1993). Total quality management in human service
organizations.Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Martin, L. L. (1997). Performance measurement: The new
accountability. Administration in Social Work, 21(1), 17-27.

148

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Martin, L. L. (2004). The privatization of human services: myths,
social capital and civil society. JournalofHealth andHuman Services
Administration,27, 175-193.
Martin, L. L. (2005a). Performance-based contracting for human
services: Does it work? Administration in Social Work, 29, 63-77.
Martin, L. L. (2005b). United States: Human services. In G. Hodge
& C. Greve, The challenge of public private partnerships:Learning
from internationalexperience (pp. 144-161). London: Edward Elgar
Publishers, .
Martin, L. L., & Kettner, P. M. (1996). Measuring the performance of
human service programs. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Martin, L. L., & Kettner, P. M. (2009). Measuring the performance of
human service programs (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation, Inc. (MTF) (1980). Purchaseof
service: Can State government gain control? Boston: Author.
McEwen, E. & Nelson-Phillips, J. (2007). The evolution of performance
contracting within the Illinois child welfare community. Chicago:
Illinois Department of Children & Family Services.
McKinney, J. B. (1981). Process accountability and the creative use
of intergovernmental resources. Public Administration Review, 41,
144-150.
Millar, R. & Millar, A. (1981). Developing client outcome monitoring
systems. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.
Neugeboren, B. (1996). Environmental practice in the human services.
Binghamton, NY: The Haworth Press.
Newman, E. & Turem, J. (1974). The crisis of accountability. Social
Work, 19, 5-17.
Obrien, D. & Revell, G. (2005). The milestone payment system:
Results based funding in vocational rehabilitation - 2005. Journal
of Vocational Rehabilitation,23, 101-114.
Poertner, J. & Rapp, C. (1985). Purchase of service and accountability:
Will they ever meet? Administration in Social Work, 9, 57-66.
Posner. P. L. (2002). Accountability challenges of third-party
government. In L. M. Salamon (Ed.), The tools of government (pp.
523-551). New York: Oxford University Press.
Quality Improvement Center (QIC) on the Privatization of Child
Welfare Service (2006). Literature review on performance-based
contractingand quality assurance.Lexington, KY: School of Social
Work, University of Kentucky.
Rosenberg, M. & Brody, R. (1974). The threat or challenge of
accountability. Social Work, 19, 344-350.
Stier, M. (2009, January 7). Challenges for the new Chief
Performance Officer. The Washington Post. Retrieved from www.
washingtonpost.com.
United States Department of Health & Human Services (USDHHS)
(2007). Topical paper #2-Program and fiscal design elements of child
welfare privatization initiatives. Retrieved from http://aspe.hhs.
gov/hsp/07/CWPI/models/index.shtml.

Institutional Structures of Opportunity
in Refugee Resettlement:
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Previous research suggests that social welfare assistance can further subordinate already disadvantaged recipients. Refugee resettlement, essentially a social welfare program, offers a diferent
perspective on how welfare assistance might exert social control.
Using data gathered from 60 in-depth interviews with people
working in resettlement and observations at refugee non-governmental organizations (NGOs), this paper argues that refugee
NGOs provide a complex institutional opportunity structure
that has the potential to reproduce the gender and racial/ethnic
subordinationembedded in refugee welfare policy while also providing opportunities for refugees to counteract subordinating
gender and racial/ethnic relations through advocacy and cultural activities. These findings refine the conclusions of previous
literatureon the role NGOs play in incorporating refugees into
American life, and point to the importance of NGOs for structuring opportunities for immigrants to challenge social inequality.
Key words: refugee resettlement, welfare, non-governmental organizations,gender, race/ethnicity

Introduction
When refugees enter the United States, one of their first
interactions with American institutions is with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) administering the refugee
resettlement program. Previous research on resettlement
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suggests that NGOs operate primarily as instruments of government control over refugees, sometimes destroying traditional
culture and family ties. However, this research did not examine
a range of different refugee assistance NGOs. Considering
different types of assistance NGOs and their various orientations towards their refugee clients reveals conflicting dynamics. NGO employment services frequently channel refugees
into low-skilled, ethnic niche, and feminized jobs, which can
support existing gender and racial/ethnic hierarchies in the
labor market. However, NGO cultural and advocacy activities
also provide institutional avenues for refugees to resist racial/
ethnic and gender subordination in other areas.
As several scholars of social welfare have made apparent,
the government welfare services often act as a mode of social
control (Cowger & Atherton, 1974; Day, 1981), particularly
over poor, often non-white women deemed "unworthy" of
public assistance (Abramovitz, 1996; Hays, 2003; Neubeck &
Cazenave, 2001). Some scholars have suggested that refugees'
access to state assistance, and therefore their vulnerability to
state control, is what sets them apart from other immigrants,
more than any differences in pre-migration exposure to political upheaval and violence (Bach, 1988; Hein, 1993). Given the
centrality of NGOs in welfare assistance to refugees, examining
the provision of resettlement services provides a window into
the dynamics of state control and welfare assistance, and to the
relationship between NGOs, the government, and immigrants
receiving government assistance. By examining different kinds
of NGOs involved in refugee assistance, one can see how it
is not government funding alone, but rather welfare services
themselves that likely lead to the type of social control enacted
by NGOs that previous scholars have identified. Conversely,
services outside the realm of welfare assistance, even those
funded by the federal government, provide a different kind of
opportunity structure for refugees.
The following review of the literature describes the social
welfare assistance extended to refugees in the U.S. through
the resettlement program, and how the existing literature on
refugee resettlement conceptualizes NGOs as social institutions that reinforce the gender and racial/ethnic subordination of refugees. After describing the different types of NGOs
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assisting refugees, qualitative data from interviews and fieldwork is used to illustrate how refugee assistance NGOs provide
particular institutional structures of opportunity that can both
support social inequality and provide avenues to challenge it.
The term "institutional opportunity structure" is used to indicate the modes of opportunity and constraint presented by organizations. This is analogous to the definition used by Landolt
and Goldring (2008) and a similar but more meso-level definition of the one used by other scholars (see Caponio, 2005 and
Koopmans & Statham, 2000).
Social Welfare Assistance to Immigrants and Refugees
Refugees in the U.S. are immediately eligible for up to six
months of welfare assistance, unlike most other immigrants
who are denied assistance under the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (Anderson &
Gryziak, 2002). Contemporary anti-immigrant movements
have frequently targeted poor immigrant women on the assumption that they and their children use too many public
resources (Aguirre, 1997; Roberts, 1997), particularly undocumented immigrant women (Ana, 1999; Mehan, 1997). Refugees,
because of their status as "deserving" poor compared to other
migrants, have had more success maintaining access to welfare
assistance (Fujiwara, 2005).
Resettlement assistance is administered through the Office
of Refugee Resettlement, and subcontracted with NGOs which
provide the mandated services. All NGOs contracted to resettle refugees offer what the government calls reception and
placement services. These NGOs arrange housing for the new
arrivals and ensure that it is stocked with food, clothing, and
furniture. A case manager assigned to the refugee household
shows the refugees where to buy groceries, how to apply for
a social security card, and informs them about American laws
and norms of behavior that will help them acquire jobs. The
government's goal of these services is to help refugees become
economically self-sufficient. Most NGOs offer services beyond
reception and placement, but it is the emphasis on finding and
keeping a job that guides most of the resettlement assistance
in the U.S.
Research across different resettlement regimes reveals

152

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

distinct outcomes from the various approaches. In Australia, an
emphasis on mental health needs of refugees has encouraged
refugees to take a passive approach to resettlement, in which
refugees tend to think of themselves as helpless victims (ColicPeisker & Tilbury, 2003). In the U.K., the decentralization of
the resettlement program allows for more active involvement
of refugees themselves to determine what constitutes successful resettlement (Majka, 1991; Wahlbeck, 1998). The Canadian
resettlement regime is also largely decentralized and incorporates ethnic organizations in its service delivery structure to
refugees (Bloemraad, 2006; Lawrence & Hardy, 1999). In the
United States, the resettlement program is funded mostly by
the federal government but services are administered almost
entirely by NGOs, with a primary goal of resettlement being
to help refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency as quickly
as possible (Wright, 1981). Resettlement in the U.S. is administered under the umbrella of the Department of Health and
Human Services Administration for Children and Families,
the same agency that provides other federal social welfare assistance. The focus of the resettlement program reflects this
institutional tie, and questions of how welfare assistance acts
as a mode of government social control over other welfare recipients applies to refugees as well.

Are Resettlement NGOs Extensions of State Control?
Most research on resettlement indicates that resettlement NGOs do more to exert social control over their refugee
clients than to offer opportunities for more efficacious agency.
Scholars generally attribute this social control to the American
resettlement program's emphasis on quick employment and
economic independence from the state, a unique emphasis
when compared to other resettlement countries (Colic-Peisker
& Tilbury, 2003; Lanphier, 1983; Majka, 1991; Tress, 1998). With
decreasing financial support from a shrinking welfare state,
NGOs are limited in the range of services they can offer refugees (Gold, 1992; Zetter & Pearl, 2000).
Ong (2003) critiques resettlement NGOs more severely,
arguing that refugee assistance agencies disrupted Cambodian
family relations through their social welfare services. In order for
refugees to receive assistance from these agencies, Cambodian

Opportunity in Refugee Resettlement

153

refugees were required to adhere to cultural- and class-specific expectations of the welfare state. These expectations, Ong
argued, disrupted the traditional Cambodian refugee families
and led to the dissolution of Cambodian cultural community.
Kibria (1993) and Bui (2004) make similar arguments that other
types of social institutions, particularly those representing the
state, such as social service agencies, have required refugees to
adhere to cultural behaviors that undermine traditional family
structures.
The question that emerges from this literature is, can social
service NGOs act as independent social institutions through
which refugees might resist subordination, or do they merely
recreate social inequality? This study focuses on the NGOs
rather than on individual refugees, examining the institutional
opportunity structures they provide to their refugee clients.
The data reveal that refugee NGO services potentially encompass more than social welfare assistance; they also include advocacy and cultural activities that create space for refugees to
challenge their downward mobility in U.S. gender and racial/
ethnic hierarchies. Because the focus for this project was NGOs,
only refugees who were present at the NGOs were observed,
and observation was not directly focused on how a representative sample of refugees experience NGO services. So while
the findings illuminate the NGO context to which refugees are
exposed shortly after their arrival, findings cannot be generalized to how all refugees experience that context.
Methods
Types of Refugee Resettlement and Assistance Organizations
There are three types of NGOs assisting refugees in the
U.S.: voluntary agencies (referred to by people in resettlement as "volags"), mutual assistance associations (MAAs),
and those identified for these purposes as support agencies.
Volags are organizations that specialize in refugee resettlement. They have national offices that contract directly with
the State Department to resettle a set number of refugees, and
the national offices in turn assign those refugees to their local
offices in various cities. All organizations that do resettlement
need to be affiliated with a national volag, so even MAAs are
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affiliated with at least one national volag. Local volags resettle
most of the refugees in the U.S.
MAAs are organized primarily as ethnic organizations
serving a particular immigrant group. A group of immigrants
that has become more settled forms an MAA in order to assist
others from that group adapt to life in the U.S. (thus providing
"mutual assistance" to their compatriots). Not all IAAs serve
refugees, and not all MAAs do resettlement. The ones that do
resettlement do not specialize in it, so that while they resettle
fewer refugees than volags, they tend to provide a broader
range of services.
There are other organizations that provide assistance to
refugees, but are not contracted to provide resettlement services. In this study, these organizations are referred to as support
agencies. Support agencies include NGOs that provide any
type of assistance to refugees (or any people in need, at least
some of whom are refugees). Some support agencies provide
cultural programs, including interceding between refugees
and American institutions like schools or the police. Some
recruit volunteers who collect items to furnish a refugee family's apartment, or provide refugees transportation to job interviews and other necessary appointments. In the best circumstances, support agencies work with MAAs and volags to
provide a comprehensive social welfare net that not only helps
refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency, but also supports
their broader adaptation and development as members of the
American polity.

Data Collection
This study used qualitative data consisting of 60 interviews
with people who work or volunteer in 35 organizations that resettle or assist refugees. Fifty-seven of the interviews were with
staff and volunteers at 20 volags, 10 MAAs, and five support
agencies. These interviews focused on the origins of refugee
clients, the services offered (including services geared towards
particular populations within their clientele, such as women or
men), interactions with government agencies, sources of funds
and other support, and the organization's goals for resettlement. Three additional interviews with staff at three different
government agencies were conducted (one county-level, one
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state-level, and one federal level) to explore the interactions
each agency had with NGOs.
The NGOs were located in four metropolitan areas; Los
Angeles, Chicago, Sacramento, and Minneapolis/St. Paul.
Observation of activities was conducted at some of these
NGOs, totaling approximately 30 hours. These activities included support groups and orientation classes for refugee
clients, fundraising events, volunteer training, and municipal
forums with other refugee service providers. Attending these
activities allowed the author to have some informal conversations with refugee clients, as well as to observe the operations
of the NGOs. Almost all observations of refugee clients were
during voluntary activities. Thus, it was less likely that refugees who felt negatively toward the NGO and therefore chose
not to participate in the NGOs services or activities would be
observed.
All interviews and coded transcripts and fieldnotes were
transcribed using Atlas.ti. Inductive coding was used to
analyze interview transcripts and field notes, using a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Characteristics of
these NGOs and government agencies are described in Table
1. While the names and locations of organizations have been
identified in this paper, pseudonyms have been given to individual participants.
Results
These data reveal two types of institutional opportunity
structures in resettlement service provision. The first mirrors
existing gender and racial/ethnic stratification in the labor
market, and is tied to the social welfare mandates in the federal
resettlement program. The second provides institutional
avenues to challenge gender and racial/ethnic subordination
outside the labor market, and emerges from optional services not mandated by the government. Volags, which tended
to focus on government mandated services, more uniformly
provided opportunity structures that supported labor market
stratification. Conversely, MAAs and support NGOs provided
more alternative opportunity structures that had more potential for empowering their refugee clients.
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Table 1. Refugee organizations in qualitative sample
Types of Organizations
Support
Agency

Gov't.
Agency

(Volag)

Mutual
Assistance
Association
(MAA)

4
6
6
4
0
20

4
2
2
2
0
10

2
2
1
0
0
5

1
0
0
1
1
3

Voluntary
Agency
Location
Chicago
Los Angeles
Minneapolis/St. Paul
Sacramento
Washington, DC
Total

PlacingRefugees in Low-Skilled Niche Employment
In order to fulfill the mandates of the social welfare system,
refugee NGO staff need to help refugees become economically
self-sufficient quickly by having them take the fastest route
to employment, rather than take the time to find meaningful
employment with opportunities for advancement. Inadequate
amounts and lengths of assistance mean NGOs must adopt the
approach of other welfare agencies, which is to push clients
to find work, any work, as soon as possible. Joshua, from the
International Institute, described succinctly what all resettlement directors told me: "the focus [of resettlement] is of course
very heavily on people leaving public assistance. That's the
preoccupation with everything that is funded, basically."
The goal of getting a job, however menial, poses dilemmas
for all people in poverty but particularly for refugees. Refugees
from developing countries have difficulty finding employment
because their educational credentials are not recognized by
American institutions. Consequently, resettlement NGOs have
trouble placing even highly educated refugees into jobs. Jane
at International Rescue Committee described her struggle to
find employment for one particular refugee client, a story that
was repeated by many resettlement caseworkers:
I have a client from Bangladesh who is a doctor and he
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also got a masters degree in public health. He's worked
with the Ministry of Health in Africa, worked with
Doctors Without Borders and he came here and he had
to work in a hotel where he walked back and forth for
a mile working the night shift.. .we did everything we
could to help him but nobody is going to hire him as
a doctor and his masters degree in public health, even
though it was from Singapore, it just wasn't respected
here, and we find that many degrees are not respected
here if they are not from Europe or from the United
States.
During a tour of a health clinic, staff at the Minnesota Council
of Churches informed their refugee clients about the entrylevel employment opportunities in health care that require
minimal training, such as nursing assistant. An Ethiopian man
who had been a pharmacist in his home country asked about
getting more skilled work in the clinic's laboratory. The NGO
staff person told him that while such work required a much
longer certification process, he could consider getting that
certification "in the future," after he was more economically
established. Despite his high-skilled employment in Ethiopia,
NGO staff presented low-skilled employment as his best (and
only) option in the present.
Acquiring quick employment requires foregoing lengthy
educational opportunities that would open avenues to better
employment in favor of entry-level positions that require little
skills or English language proficiency. A popular choice among
NGO staff is ethnic niche employment. Few resettlement NGOs
in the qualitative sample offered specific job training. What job
training was available was often in ethnic niche employment
that not only funneled refugees of a particular ethnicity into
ethnic job queues but also funneled refugee women into feminized occupations. The International Institute in Los Angeles
offered an employment program to train women to be licensed
child care providers. This occupation provides low wages and
little upward mobility, but it allows women, in particular, to
enter quickly into employment. The Vietnamese Association
of Illinois provided training in electronic assembly and manicurist work; both men and women enrolled in the electronic
assembly program, but only women enrolled in the manicurist
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program. Because there are a large number of Southeast Asian
immigrant women working as manicurists, the Vietnamese
Association found it relatively easy to train their refugee
women clients and find them work in this occupation.

Moving Beyond Quick Employment
Refugee NGOs do more than place refugees into jobs; they
can also provide non-employment services and resources that
are separate from federal mandates. However, some NGOs
are more likely to provide those types of services than others.
Because MAAs are organized as ethnic organizations, they are
more likely than volags to offer cultural services. They also
act as cultural mediators, serving as cultural "translators"
between refugees and other institutional actors. Many of the
MAAs studied engaged in such activities as part of their advocacy services. But cultural and advocacy services were not the
exclusive purview of MAAs; some volags also offered these
services, providing a similar institutional structure of opportunity as MAAs.

Using Home Culture and Advocacy to Resist Subordination
Many NGO staff advocated in support of maintaining
home cultural practices for individual refugees. Some government officials conflate economic assimilation with cultural assimilation, and they perceive the continuation of ethnic practices as problematic. Irene and Kelly at Heartland Alliance, a
volag in Chicago, told me how representatives from the State
Department were criticizing their Afghani refugee clients for
not culturally assimilating. One State Department official in
particular who observed an Afghani family during a site visit
expressed concern about the family members eating with their
hands instead of using utensils, and sitting on the floor instead
of on chairs. Irene and Kelly had to advocate for the families'
right to maintain some practices of their home culture, explaining that maintaining such practices would not necessarily
inhibit the family from economically assimilating.
In addition to advocating for individual refugees, many
NGO cultural services were designed to educate people
outside the refugee community about the refugees' culture
and to raise awareness about (and support for) refugees. The
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Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago held an annual
Ethiopian New Year celebration to share their cultural heritage
with others in the Chicago area. The Sacramento Lao Family
Community held a Hmong New Year celebration to share
the Hmong culture with native-born people in Sacramento,
and used to provide other cultural education programs with
money from the city of Sacramento before that funding was
eliminated. The Lao Assistance Center of Minnesota and
Hmong Cultural Center in St. Paul also organized similar cultural events that are intended to educate native-born people
about refugee cultures as well as provide an opportunity for
refugees themselves to celebrate their cultural heritage.
Every year the International Institute of Minnesota organizes the Festival of Nations, a multi-cultural celebration that
involves around 80 community-based organizations with attendance around 100,000 people. The International Institute
was one of the few volags in this study that offered such cultural services. Michael explained how the Festival of Nations
introduces cultural diversity to the young people constituting
the majority of attendees:
It has a lot of exposure with young people in the
community.. .when we talk to people from Minnesota,
"Are you familiar with the Institute?" "No." "Did you
ever go to the Festival of Nations?" "Yes." They will
have knowledge of it and... it is a real source of diversity
in the lives of these kids who don't have black faces or
Asian faces in their small world towns. But they will
see a lot of diversity here and it is a real fun event for
them.
Empowering Refugee Women
About a third of the NGOs in this study offered services
specifically for women refugees. These services were generally
designed to expand women's access to health information, economic opportunities, or provide culturally-specific activities in
a group setting. These services provided women with health
and financial knowledge that allowed them to challenge patriarchal relations in their families. They also built on home
cultural traditions that enable women to "rediscover" traditional feminine practices in ways that field work suggested
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was not oppressive, giving them connection to their homeland
that might protect them psychologically from their diminished
status as refugees in the U.S..
For example, health education provided as a public health
initiative served to give women greater voice within their families. Hoa at the Vietnamese Association of Illinois explained
how her NGO educated Southeast Asian women about their
health:
We discovered that there is a need to teach them about
family planning and from family planning to their
bodies. There is a need to teach them about cervical
cancer, pap smears, breast cell exams, mammograms
and those issues that came up after that... the women
learn that they can choose and make their own choices
instead of depending on their husbands.
By gaining access to information about reproductive planning and gynecological health, Hoa felt the women she worked
with gained power within the family by having the knowledge
necessary to make choices about reproduction, rather than
depending upon their husbands' knowledge and the choices
their husbands made with that knowledge. Hoa believed that
body knowledge allowed women refugees to have more say
in reproductive choices, which challenged patriarchal gender
relations in their families. And since women frequently make
choices about the health of their children and spouses, Hoa
was able to provide health education to entire refugee families
by educating the wives and mothers in those families.
Some MAAs taught economic literacy classes specifically to
women refugee clients. Lan at the Center for Asian and Pacific
Islanders explained to me how it is necessary for women refugees to gain financial knowledge in order to take on new economic responsibilities in their households:
We help them to be self-sufficient in ways that
traditionally they're not used to... they're used to
just stay home and care for their children.. .we have
a financial literacy where we help them understand
about managing their money, open a checking account,
balance their checkbook, and looking at ways to invest
versus do everything with cash.

Opportunity in Refugee Resettlement

161

By providing women with U.S.-specific economic information, rather than simply educating male household members,
MAAs provided refugee women an opportunity to function
independently of the men in their families.
While some NGOs provided knowledge to women that
challenges home cultures, they also provided avenues for "rediscovering" female home cultural practices. The following
excerpt from field notes provides an example of the opportunities for rediscovering home cultural practices in the activities
of MAAs:
I sit with a group of 10 women from different parts
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. We are drinking strong
Bosnian coffee and eating pie. The women are sewing
doll costumes of traditional Bosnian dress for a cultural
festival that will be held at a museum next month. Each
woman fingers the fabric, picks out sequins and shiny
beads to attach to the hems of the doll dresses. Their
hands appear skilled with the sewing needle, and I
express my admiration at one particular woman's
ability to make such small, delicate stitches in the
slippery fabric. I comment that she probably did a lot
of sewing in Bosnia before the war, and she laughs. "In
Bosnia, I never sew," she tells me. "I learn to sew the
traditional dress after I come to United States." (field
notes, 2003)
As this vignette illustrates, NGOs that engaged in home
cultural activities gave refugee women opportunities to reconstruct traditional cultural communities. Many of the Bosnian
women sewing doll dresses had been professionals in the
former Yugoslavia; now retired, they enjoyed traditional crafts
that they had never learned in their home country. While one
might argue that encouraging traditional feminine activities
reproduces patriarchy, the women in this sewing circle expressed pleasure from this opportunity. They enjoyed sewing
and talking with other women, sharing some of the culture
they left behind and sharing it with native-born Americans.
Refugee Advocacy and Law Enforcement
Women were not the only ones who benefited from
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cultural services and activities. Some NGOs provided
opportunities for men to gain status in particularly ethnic ways.
With the increasing surveillance of immigrant men following the terrorist attacks in 2001, refugee men from Southeast
Asia and the Middle East are vulnerable to problems with law
enforcement. NGO staff sometimes counseled young men to
avoid getting into trouble in the first place, as Stella from St.
Anselm's did with her clients:
I always tell them, if you go to a school, please if you
see someone is making fun of you, just turn around
and go or tell one of the teachers or principal. Don't get
involved with anything because automatically without
no hesitation they will get you and put you in jail...and
especially after September 11, unfortunately I'm sorry
to say they think that Iranians, Muslims, or not even
Muslims. The ones that come from Muslim country,
they are the terror people.
Other NGO staff took more proactive advocacy positions.
For example, Beth at the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in
Chicago had her staff regularly do public education presentations to address "the terrible scapegoating and racial profiling that Muslims have in America today." Lan at the Center
for Asians and Pacific Islanders worked directly with the
Minneapolis police department to help refugees avoid altercations with officers:
We created this "I Speak" card. Because a lot of time
when people get pulled over.. .because of the culture,
they don't communicate with the police because they
don't speak the language. So at the same time we told
the police, it's because they don't speak the language.
It's not because they have something to hide.
Communication gaps between officers and refugees were
especially problematic for the East African refugees her NGO
resettled, as Lan explained that they were sometimes subjected to both racial profiling (because they were Black) and
anti-Muslim hate crimes (which they were afraid to report to
police).
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Southeast Asian MAAs reported that their Hmong youth
also had trouble with police. Disproportionately poor, Hmong
communities experience the same problems with economic
hardship, inadequate schools, and gang influences that other
poor minority communities in the U.S. face. In response,
MAAs like the Hmong Cultural Center and the Sacramento
Lao Family Community mediate between the police and
Hmong youth, trying to bridge cultural misunderstandings
police have about Hmong and enrolling Hmong youth into
after-school programs intended to keep them out of trouble.
The Hmong Cultural Center also provided counseling for incarcerated Hmong men in prison because, as the director Kha
Vang stated, they are in prison because "they forgot who they
are." The cultural counseling his NGO provided was designed
to help Hmong men re-integrate into society by strengthening
their connections to the Hmong community, with the hope that
those cultural ties will help them stay out of prison.
Conclusions
Because much of their service provision was geared toward
quick employment, most volags provided an opportunity
structure that reproduced gender and racial/ethnic hierarchies
in the job market. That is not to say that volag staff intended
or wanted to support those hierarchies. Rather, their mandate
to help refugees achieve independence from the welfare state
left them little choice. For their part, refugees might have been
grateful for the assistance to find employment, even in lowskilled occupations. However, based on the research of Gold
(1992, 1996) and Ong (2003), it is likely that refugee clients felt
more frustrated than appreciative of the low-paying jobs that
their case managers found for them.
But the story of resettlement NGOs is not just one of limited
occupational opportunities. Some NGOs also provided alternative opportunities for empowerment when their services
included culture and advocacy. NGOs' cultural services provided opportunities for refugees to express their ethnic identity and affirmed refugees' ethnic practices. Cultural services
also provided women refugees with new knowledge and the
opportunity to embrace traditional female practices from their
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home country, which in turn allowed them to experience and
celebrate their home culture rather than being oppressed by
those traditions. While not all refugee women would want
to challenge patriarchal family relations (see Kibria, 1993,
and Bui, 2004), NGOs offered this opportunity voluntarily.
Therefore, these services might be experienced differently from
the normative requirements imposed upon refugees as part of
resettlement welfare services. Many NGOs also did advocacy
work, educating the public about refugee cultures and mediating between the police and young refugee men in trouble with
the law. NGOs' advocacy work with law enforcement attempts
to challenge the gendered and racialized image of refugee men
as dangerous. What effect that challenge has had in local or
national discourses on the threat that refugee men face in the
post-9/11 context is difficult to say, but it clearly presents an
alternative structure of opportunity from the one provided
through the mandate of quick employment.
This paper does not argue that refugee NGOs are the only
institutional structures of opportunity available to refugees.
Refugees certainly have agency independent of refugee NGOs.
But because these NGOs are among the first institutions with
which refugees interact after arriving in the U.S., the particular ways in which they structure opportunities for refugees is
relevant to their later adaptation experiences. These findings
are limited to the services that NGOs provide, and thus one
cannot definitively state whether or not refugees on the whole
feel subordinated or liberated by refugee NGOs. Because the
author was only able to observe the experiences of refugees
who chose to participate in NGO activities, there are no data
from refugees who chose otherwise. Additional research will
be needed to determine what effect the institutional structure
of opportunity provided by NGOs has on refugees. But these
findings make apparent the constraints that the social welfare
system puts not only on refugees but on resettlement NGOs.
They also point to the possibilities within immigrant culture
and advocacy to provide alternative avenues in response to
those constraints. Considering that demographic characteristics, such as education and household composition, remain
the biggest factors in predicting refugees' economic success
(Potocky-Tripodi, 2003), refugee NGOs should consider what
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their organizations might offer their clients beyond the very
limited scope of social welfare assistance. Such a move would
require refugee NGOs to establish relationships with their
clients that extend beyond the six-month resettlement period,
and would be consistent with the present day settlement house
(Koerin, 2003) and ethnic organization (Hein, 1997) approaches of building community and individual resources while still
administering government-funded problem-based services.
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Philip Kasinitz, John H. Mollenkopf, Mary C. Waters and
Jennifer Holdaway, Inheriting the City: The Children
of Immigrants Come of Age. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2008. $49.95 hardcover
Immigration has been rising steadily since the 1960s and
currently, over 33 million persons of foreign origin live in the
United States, which is about 12% of the population. When
their native born children are included, the proportion of
people living in immigrant families rises to about a quarter
of the total population. Social scientists have long been interested in how these children fare and how their future economic well-being is related to their cultural assimilation into
American society. Many posited the straight line assimilation
theory, where economic success eventually follows cultural assimilation into the mainstream. This model, popularly known
by its "melting pot" metaphor, was canonical until proponents
of an alternative segmented assimilation theory emerged in
the 1990s. They countered that children of immigrants from
impoverished neighborhoods will not succeed unless their
parents actively prevent their assimilation into the poor urban
communities in which most immigrants live. The children of
immigrant families, they believe, are most likely to succeed
if they are assimilated into the economic mainstream. More
recently, others have questioned this conclusion arguing that
cultural assimilation is less of an issue today because tolerance
for diverse ethnic expression has increased.
Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters and Holdaway (2008) contribute to this debate in their study of children of Chinese, West
Indian, Russian, South American and Dominican immigrants
in New York City. They argue that the milieu in which these
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, March 2010, Volume XXXVII, Number 1
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young adults find themselves not only rewards a diversity of
cultural expression, but offers practical assistance to the racial
minorities through affirmative action programs. This results in
what they call the second generation advantage, where the children of immigrants possess the unique ability to choose those
cultural features they find most useful to promote their economic integration. As a result, the children of immigrants are
often more successful than both their parents and their native
born peers from poor communities. This guardedly optimistic
interpretation forms the core theme of this book, paying particular attention to second generation immigrants as emerging
adults. The first two thirds of the chapters follow the life cycle
of these young second generation immigrants, while the last
third focuses on key areas related to cultural assimilation.
The authors base their conclusions on data gathered
through 3,415 semi-structured telephone interviews and 333
in-depth face-to-face interviews, as well as Census Microdata
and ethnographies. The book is methodologically innovative
for two reasons. First, the authors have developed a technique
that allowed them to randomly select their sample. Second,
they matched immigrant groups with non-immigrant control
groups, controlling for racial and socio-economic characteristics. The use of control groups is surprisingly rare in such
studies, perhaps because few immigrant groups have natural
native counterparts. For instance, the authors' comparison of
West Indian immigrants to African-Americans makes intuitive
sense, while that between South Americans and Puerto Ricans
is more problematic.
The largest limitation of this study is that it was undertaken during a time of economic boom and in one rather unusually cosmopolitan place, New York City. It would have been
interesting to explore the extent to which second generation
advantage is evident in the new gateway areas in which immigrants are increasingly settling, especially in a time of economic downturn. Another problem is that there was relatively little
direct engagement with other studies in the field, especially
since the third author of this volume had previously conducted an important study that illustrates the segmented assimilation approach. Waters' Black Identities: West Indian Immigrant
Lives and American Realities examined West Indian immigrant
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parents' struggle to guide their children's assimilation in New
York just a few years earlier, making this a natural point of
comparison. Despite these limitations, Inheritingthe City is an
impressive piece of scholarship and is extremely well written.
It is highly recommended for social scientists and non-academic readers alike.
JoannaDoran, University of Californiaat Berkeley

Wim van Oorschot, Michael Opielka and Birgit Pfau-Effinger
(Eds.) Culture and the Welfare State: Values and Social Policy
in Comparative Perspective. Williston, VT: Edward Elgar
Publishing, 2008. $140.00, hardcover.
Comparative social policy scholarship has amassed a great
deal of empirical information over the years to investigate the
factors that account for the differences as well as similarities
in the social policies of different countries. This research has
spawned a variety of hypotheses which, are by now widely
known, if not widely accepted. These hypotheses posit the
importance of industrialization, class conflict, electoral politics, ideologies, diffusion and a variety of other factors in the
emergence of welfare systems in different countries. More recently, the importance of historical traditions in the emergence
of durable welfare institutions has been stressed. Although an
analysis of institutions leads logically to a better understanding of the role of culture in the emergence of social policies,
scholarly work on the importance of culture in social policy
has been neglected.
The editors of this wide-ranging book seek to contribute
to a better understanding of the role of culture in social policy
by bringing together a collection of original contributions that
focus primarily on ways values and ideologies shape social
policies in different parts of the world. The book's 14 chapters
are divided into four parts, dealing respectively with the foundational ideologies that inform welfare thinking, particularly
in Europe. Part two examines the role of values in specific countries and reaches, while part three focuses on cultural change
in social welfare. The last part discusses popular values and
beliefs about social welfare, mostly in the European context.
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The book begins with an overview of the issues, as well as a
summary of its contents by the editors.
As with other edited collections, different readers will find
some chapters to be of more interest and value than others
and it is difficult to differentiate between them. Nevertheless,
some of the chapters make for particularly interesting or novel
reading and will be briefly mentioned. In view of the neglect of
conservatism in mainstream social policy circles, the chapter by
van Kersbergen and Kremer provides an interesting account of
the impact of conservative thinking on social policy in Europe.
Similarly, Opielka's chapter on the role of Christian ideas in
shaping a Christian Democratic approach to social welfare is
very informative. Ferge questions whether there is a particular East European cultural tradition which may inform social
welfare in the region, while Peng considers policy changes in
Japan and Korea with reference to cultural factors. Oorschot
considers popular conceptions of "deservingness" and their
implications for social welfare in Europe, while Walker contrasts European and American welfare values with reference
to welfare reform.
While these and the other chapters of the book make a
useful contribution to an understanding of culture, the editors
do not distinguish theoretically between ideologies, values, institutions and culture, and despite its promise of originality,
there is much in this book that has already been debated in
social policy circles. Another question is the book's Eurocentric
emphasis. Despite including a chapter on Korea and Japan, its
focus is primarily on European welfare policies and their links
to Western ideologies. Another drawback is the book's high
cost, which may even limit library sales in these economically
challenging times. Nevertheless, as has been noted already, the
book contains very useful chapters that will be of interest to
readers in the United States. Hopefully, it will also spur more
research and debate into this neglected topic.

James Midgley, University of California,Berkeley
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Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo, God's Heart has no Borders:
How Religious Activists are Working for Immigrant Rights.
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008. $21.95
papercover.
The role of religion in American public life has been debated
since this country's founding. Despite the explicit separation
of church and state in the United States, religious movements
have historically fueled social engagement. Recently, much attention has been paid to the role of compassionate conservatism and the focus upon issues such as marriage, family and
reproductive issues. However, religion has also sparked and
sustained progressive efforts over the years for abolition, civil
rights, labor movements and economic rights, and more recently, global poverty alleviation.
Immigrant rights have long been a social welfare concern,
as evidenced through the historic work of Jane Addams and
Hull House. It has become a current social welfare issue
because of the passage of the USA Patriot Act of 2001 as well
as protests and debates about legal avenues for citizenship for
undocumented residents. As Hondagneu-Sotelo rightly shows
through the case examples in her book, this topic should also
be understood in terms of how religious activists and theological lenses have contributed to social movements for immigrant
rights.
This book begins by first considering the historical, as well
as contemporary, socio-political context of the immigrantrights movement in the United States, with attention to the
role of religious support for these movements. The author
argues that religious texts and institutions lend moral authority, social networks, legitimacy, and shared practices that
support these efforts. She then provides three case studies to
illustrate how faith-based persons and their organizations
promote these rights: Muslim American immigrant organizing after 9/11; current immigrant worker justice movements
centered in service-industries; and efforts protesting policies
along the United States-Mexican border. Finally, she considers
the defining characteristics of religious-based activism in these
movements.
Hondagneu-Sotelo makes a significant contribution to the
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literature with her account of post-9/11 organizing within and
in support of Muslim American communities. The account of
interfaith work in this area, as well as how Muslim Americans
viewed both their faith and their patriotism at this time, is an
important historical story, and the narrative is well-told by
the author through her account of the Council of AmericanIslamic Relations (CAIR) and the Muslim Public Affairs
Council (MPAC) in Southern California. In the second case
study, she continues to document and interpret the history of
Christian social engagement-again in terms of immigrant
rights-with an account of the work of Clergy and Laity
United for Economic Justice (CLUE) and the larger Interfaith
Worker Justice (IWJ) network, which encouraged immigrant
service workers and their allies to "Take their Good Friday to
the Streets!" in support of low-wage workers. The third story
documents another form of faith-fueled immigrant activism
through her account of Posada sin Fronteras, a Christian group
which provides witness to the dangers confronting bordercrossers with current United States border policy. An overall
strength of the author's narratives is her reliance on middlelevel organizers rather than marquee names, which provides
a richer and more nuanced account of the opportunities and
challenges facing these efforts.
Hondagneu-Sotelo provides a thorough analysis of religious-based activism in support of immigrant rights. Although
the book uses a sociological lens and focuses on social movements, it might have been strengthened through a more thorough account of historical and current theological approaches to social engagement. However, this observation aside,
Hondagneu-Sotelo provides a compelling account underlining the importance of the religious perspective in recent immigration activism. The author achieves her goals in exploring,
identifying and interpreting how faith functions within these
efforts.

Jennifer Morazes, University of California,Berkeley
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Donald A. Barr, Health Disparities in the United States: Social
Class, Race, Ethnicity, and Health. Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2008. $40.00 papercover.
The gaps in health status and mortality between Whites
and ethnic minorities (particularly African Americans and
Hispanics) have been well documented, and much hard data
about these discrepancies have been collected. There has been
limited discussion, however, as to the reasons behind these
disparities. Barr has written a captivating and well-researched
book that discusses the evidence, provides convincing explanations for the differences in health and mortality, and outlines
what can be done to remedy the problem.
Barr presents evidence illustrating differences in health
based on race, including statistics showing that when compared with Whites, African Americans have higher rates of
diabetes, infant mortality, and many other conditions; they are
sicker; and also have a higher mortality rate. In addition, they
receive less aggressive and effective treatment than Whites.
Much of the discrepancy in health can be accounted for by
social factors: lower income and lower rates of health insurance are associated with worse health. However, even after
controlling for socioeconomic conditions, Whites enjoy better
health and have lower mortality rates.
Barr extensively discusses the difference between race and
ethnicity and how the social convention of race came to be
established. There are indeed biological differences between
races, but the similarities overwhelm the differences. In the
United States, differences are essentially nonexistent because
of intermarriage between the races. However, some physicians
today use race as a basis for certain types of treatment. Though
the doctors are well-intentioned, using race in such a way is
not scientifically sound. Despite the fact that statistical tests
may indicate that the effects of drugs differ by racial group,
most studies report the same effects. Rather than basing clinical decisions on race, physicians should base decisions on individual factors such as ability to comply with treatment and
lifestyle factors.
Barr reviews a number of well-controlled studies that
account for health insurance status, income, education, and
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other socioeconomic markers. Still, as he shows, differences linger in health markers, but there is no straightforward
answer as to why these differences exist. Barr argues that
while there probably is very little overt racism, many physicians (who are usually White) and other health care providers
harbor unconscious biases toward racial groups different from
their own. He presents arguments both supporting the bias explanation and those discounting it, though nowhere does he or
anyone cite studies to support their claims. However, he presents a handful of anecdotes demonstrating unconscious biases
among medical professionals. Barr meticulously analyzes the
evidence and concludes that racial bias is a plausible explanation for at least some of the variance persisting in health.
Barr outlines some concrete steps to bridge the gap in
health outcomes, including increasing trust in the medical field
among African Americans. Researchers have suggested that
as a result of systematic and historical differential treatment,
African Americans have a low level of trust in the medical establishment, causing them to seek medical care and undergo
recommended medical procedures less often. This phenomenon may account for some of the differences in treatment and
health outcomes between racial groups. The natural reaction
of those in the medical field is denial, but Barr asserts that in
order to make meaningful strides in closing the health gap,
the issue must be honestly addressed and physicians should
receive extensive cultural competency training. This suggestion raises interesting questions, and should certainly be explored in more detail.

Krista Drescher-Burke, University of California,Berkeley
Martha

J. Henry

and Daniel Pollack, Adoption in the United

States: A Reference for Families, Professionals, and Students.
Chicago, IL: Lyceum, 2008. $42.95 papercover.
Adoption is an intriguing topic. It raises many quandaries,
such as whether a child is shaped more by genetics or environment; how similar a family created by adoption is to a family
created by marriage and genetics; if and when a birth parent
who chooses adoption can resolve the resulting emotions.
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Similarly, legislatures argue about whether a suitable adoptive parent must be married, heterosexual, or even of normal
weight. Seeing Americans spend small fortunes to adopt children from other countries triggers questions about what motivates such sacrifice. Besides generating lively debate, these
issues also spawn rigorous (and sometimes not-so rigorous)
research. Despite all the talk, however, many citizens are not
well-versed in the real complexities of adoption.
This book is a solid resource for citizens to delve into the
legal, monetary, social, and emotional complexities of adoption. It is a clear, straightforward overview of adoption history,
current adoption laws, costs adoptive parents may expect, different types of modern adoption, physical and mental health
issues adoptive parents should consider, and how adopted
children may respond to their adopted status at different developmental stages. Citizens and professionals alike should
find this reference handbook helpful in pointing them toward
governmental and private resources that explain and facilitate
adoption matters. The book is particularly useful for those who
want to learn more about international adoption, as it gives a
careful exposition of the governmental processes that prudent
adoption agencies and adoptive parents should follow when
pursuing inter-country placements. While the book identifies some prominent research addressing various aspects of
adoption (such as the outcomes for transracial adoption), the
book is not a research exposition; it is meant to broadly inform
the reader on practical issues and useful resources that shape
modem adoption.
Academic readers will find the book to be valuable for its
up-to-date information about adoption processes, while general
readers will find that the book provides a broad sweep of adoption information. The book's style is unadorned and unbiased;
it is not a "feel-good" book softened by heart-warming stories
or pictures of happy families but a book for serious readers,
giving practical suggestions about what kinds of topics may
emerge in a home study, what questions to ask when embarking on an international adoption, what documents an adoptive
family should gather, and how to find a pediatrician who is
sensitive to the garbled medical histories of most foster and
adopted children.
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One of the most informative and useful aspects of the book
is the appendix. Here the reader can examine an array of data
about such matters as state laws regulating access to original
birth records; different states' time frames from placement to
adoption finalization; states' legal stances toward adoption by
same-sex couples; state safe-haven laws; allowable birth parent
expenses; states with putative father registries; and the countries which most frequently send children to the United States
for adoption. This information is quite illuminating, which
would be challenging for most readers to collect individually.
The book truly lives up to its name as a "reference source," and
anyone interested in adoption should have a copy.

DorindaN. Noble, Texas State University-San Marcos
Carmelo Mesa-Lago, Reassembling Social Security: A Survey of
Pensionsand Health care Reforms in Latin America. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2008. $150.00 hardcover.
Latin American countries, and particularly the countries of
the region's Southern Cone, have long been social security pioneers. They were the first outside of Europe to introduce social
insurance based on Bismarkian principles and in the 1980s,
they pioneered the privatization of social security by establishing commercially managed mandatory retirement savings
accounts. This latter development has been particularly important for social security policy in other parts of the world.
Commercial savings accounts have been introduced in several
Eastern European and Central Asian countries and there have
been fierce debates about their impact. Privatization has also
influenced health policy in Latin America and resulted in the
greater marketization of medical services.
Although these developments have been extensively
debated in the literature, this compendius volume by Latin
America's most respected social security scholar provides a
comprehensive overview of recent trends in the region with
regard to pensions and health care. The book is divided into
four parts. It begins with an introductory chapter tracing the
history of social insurance and the key principles governing
these programs. It then discusses the state of pensions and
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health care since the introduction of the privatization "reforms"
of the 1980s. Part two describes the region's pension systems
in great depth, paying particular attention to the marketization of social protection. Part three focuses on health care and
also examines the effects of privatization on medical services.
The final part assesses the overall consequences of privatization with reference to key principles governing social insurance pensions and health care, and particularly the goals set
by policymakers who generally took an optimistic view about
the impact of privatization on coverage, poverty alleviation,
equity, competition, costs and economic development.
Although the author recognizes that marketization has
brought some positive benefits, his conclusions are hardly sanguine. Using a wealth of statistical data, he demonstrates that
many of the goals set by pro-market policymakers have not
been met. Many hard-working Latin Americans continue to be
excluded from the privatized social security system; taxpayers have underwritten these programs to a significant degree;
the goals of equity and solidarity have not been met; and costs
have not been contained. To make matters worse, poverty and
inequality in the region remain problems of huge proportions.
This book is undoubtedly the definitive account of the
marketization of pensions and health care in Latin America.
It should be consulted not only by Latin American social security scholars but by anyone interested in issues of social policy,
privatization and welfare. The author's painstaking research
and wide knowledge and experience of the region has obviously informed this landmark study which objectively and dispassionately demonstrates that many claims about the positive
effects of marketization have not been realized. He shows that
ideology rather than a commitment to provide income protection for all Latin Americans governed the so-called reforms of
the 1980s. On a more positive note, he shows that some Latin
American countries have already rescinded their privatization
policies and others have significantly modified them. It will be
interesting to know how the region's governments will proceed
in the future. Social security scholars will eagerly await MesaLago's future reports on these developments.
James Midgley, University of California,Berkeley
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Michelle Oberman and Cheryl Meyer, When Mothers Kill:
Interviews from Prison. New York: New York University
Press, 2008. $24.00 hardcover.
The murder of a child by his or her mother is one of the
most disturbing crimes because it challenges our understanding of motherhood. We want to believe that all mothers have a
maternal instinct that assures they will love and care for their
children in all circumstances. When a mother kills her child,
we are forced to realize that the bond between a mother and
child is not enough to overcome the devastations of abuse,
social isolation, and poverty.
This book advances our understanding of mothers who
are convicted of killing their children by interviewing women
incarcerated for these crimes in the Ohio Reformatory for
Women. Through open-ended interviews, the authors identified common themes and patterns in the women's lives. While
the authors acknowledge that their methodology is limited in
explaining why the crimes occurred, the book does tell an important story of mothering under difficult conditions.
The title of the book is misleading because most of the
women interviewed did not intend to kill their children.
Drawing upon a classification system developed in a previous
study, the authors found that most of the women they interviewed were convicted of abuse related filicide, filicide due
to neglect, or assisted or coerced filicide. In other words, for
most of the women, the death of their children was often a
side effect of abuse or neglect rather than a purposive action.
Women who had purposely killed their children were underrepresented in the study because they were less likely to be incarcerated either due to reasons of insanity or because women
who perpetrated neonaticide, killing an infant within 24 hours
after birth, tended to be quite young and received lenient sentences. The authors did discuss such cases in the appendices.
The book is organized in chapters around several themes
that emerged in the interviews. What were common to all the
interviews were stories of domestic violence, instability, and
social isolation. Chapter 2 focuses on the women's violent
childhoods and troubled relationships with their mothers
while chapter 3 explores the violent relationships the women
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endured with the fathers of their children. Chapter 4 discusses
the women's experiences of pregnancy as well as their hopes for
motherhood. An important finding was the fact that for some
of the women, having a child helped them find a place to live,
as family members were more likely to support them if they
had a child. Even with the support, most of the women continued to be isolated, as they were solely responsible for caring
for their children. Chapter 5 focuses on their experiences in
prison. Sadly, prison was the first stable and safe environment
many of the women had experienced. Chapter 6 was the most
important because it focused on the inadequacies of the social
safety net. Most of the women distrusted the very institutions
designed to help them (such as the health care system, schools
and the social services) because they feared that by seeking
help, they were placing themselves at risk for their children to
be taken away. Ironically, it was love for their children that prevented them from seeking the help that may have prevented
their children's deaths. The concluding chapter discusses the
policy implications of the research.
The book does an excellent job of presenting the women's
stories in their own words. The accounts of these women will
be most useful for those in the social services who may gain
insight on their clients. In particular, the distrust the women felt
toward agencies intended to help them has important policy
implications. The book will be less useful for those looking
for greater social theoretical understanding of this phenomenon. It would also have benefited from a greater discussion
of the prior social scientific literature on child homicide and
the contributions of their own work. Nevertheless, the authors
have made an important contribution in enhancing our understanding of the lives of mothers responsible for their children's
deaths.
Mary Ann Kanieski, Saint Mary's College
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Leo R. Chavez, The Latino Threat: Constructing Immigrants,
Citizens and the Nation. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2008. $21.95 papercover.
This book offers the reader a deep and compelling assessment of what 21st century geopolitics has in store for a country
with an immigrant past, present and future by addressing the
issue of the Latino experience in the United States. The author
uncovers and carefully dissects the past immigrant narrative
that produced the myth of the American Dream and American
ingenuity, while assessing what the current state of Latino
immigration means for America. The remaining question
becomes: where do we go from here?
The book weaves together issues of global consumption
of constructed 'spectacle' as representations of cultures and
the 'other.' It addresses the thorny issue of what citizenship
means today and why the inherent contradictions in identity and belonging have risen at this juncture in history. We
are given examples of how such contradictions are navigated
by laying blame elsewhere 'among the others' (Latinos) as we
encounter the social construction of the immigrant as sexual
and fertile, reproducing to 'overtake' the legitimate, again constructed, face of America. But within the debate of reproduction lies the seed of future fiscal pressures: who will care for
and subsidize the well-being of retirees and the elderly? As
stereotypes and constructed profiles of the undeserving and
unauthorized users of social and health services, the racialized, immigrant 'them' proliferate in the 24/7 visually-driven
news media, the unasked question remains: who will be providing in-home and hospital-oriented health care workers and
health care tax subsidies if not 'them'? The author uncovers the
persistent image of 'takers' while the reality of economic and
nation-state 'givers and contributors' rarely receives media airtime or print space.
The second half of the book delves into issues of 'border' security and irrelevancy in an era characterized by a geo-mobile
labor force. Finance and physical capital have long been the
winners in a borderless global community, but labor remains
the unaddressed linchpin of 'free market' economies: no labor,
no services, no consumption, no taxes. When a nation forgets
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that labor is also the consumer, the voter, the taxpayer, the
citizen, we break with a fundamental understanding of economic arrangements and become a nation in search of a new
economic regime. When immigration and immigrants are cast
as the culprits in an economic system moving away from balanced competition into markets morphing into static oligopolies and monopolies, we face the unexamined frustrations of
a formerly secure locally-anchored labor force unable to turn
on the source of their paycheck. Immigration, and thus, immigrants become the focus point for the pent-up frustrations
created by the political and economic reforms left unaddressed
and abandoned during the last century.
Consider for a moment what the long-term implications of
a totally enforced, limited entry immigration policy enacted in
the United States would entail. First, all families would have
to be subsidized for reproduction capacity as well as complete
day-care coverage in order for current workers to continue
working while reproducing the country's future labor force.
Next, universal health care would have to be mandated in
order for current workers to remain 'healthy' enough to continue working and being productive. Universal higher education must also be free to incentivize more basic research in
the hard sciences, bio-sciences, engineering and technology
fields in order to capitalize on entrepreneurial innovations,
thus maintaining global market presence. Stronger and more
generous universal elder care must be implemented, especially if the country's reproduction is only at replacement level
and does not display sufficient fertility augmentation, since
our current retirement system depends upon the number of
current workers supporting retirees. Finally, massive investments in current infrastructure replacement will be needed in
order for the costs of human investments to generate a substantial return to future generations.
Clearly, American political will to engage in the types of
political and economic reforms necessary for long-run domestic well-being has not materialized. In our refusal to engage
in necessary reforms, Chavez provides us with an overview
of the consequences of such disengagement: media reportage
dehumanizing immigrants and foreign 'others,' massive immigrant marches and anti-immigrant counter-marches, the
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rise of nativism and nationalism provoked by self-appointed
'border watchers' and 'anti-immigrant and specifically antiLatino hardliners' reminiscent of past economic-hard times
elsewhere. The author offers a comprehensive understanding
of the construction of 'identity' and 'narrative' making by unpackaging our unexamined notions of citizenship and nationalism. Of equal importance, he provides us with the knowledge of how we can go about 'deconstructing' such socially
crafted narratives.

BarbaraRobles, Arizona State University
Erin E.O'Brien. The Politics of Identity: Solidarity BuildingAmong
America's Working Poor.Albany, NY: State University of New
York Press, 2008. $80.00 hardcover, $28.95 papercover.
The author is an Assistant Professor of Political Science
at the University of Massachusetts Boston. The book is based
upon a comparative case study involving semi-structured
interviews with 48 low-wage service workers employed at
a hotel given the pseudonym MJE. Though the bulk of poor
individuals who are employed may consider themselves part
of the so-called "working class," scholars have consistently
reported on the lack of political solidarity amongst America's
working poor population. A predominant view is that this lack
of solidarity may be attributed to the working poor's diverse
demographic characteristics, including race, ethnicity, and
gender. In other words, any solidarities they may develop are
based on demographics, not class.
Chapter 1 challenges this view, asserting that one of the
primary aims of the book is to reveal how solidarities are
defined and developed by the working poor. Chapter 2 describes the workers' explanations of the difficulties they face
in their workplace. Moreover, very few define themselves as
the "working poor." Instead, those who articulated notions
of group identification or consciousness did so with identities based on demographic characteristics such as race, ethnicity, and gender. In chapter 3, the author introduces the
concept of coalitional solidarity as the phenomenon in which
workers formed a bond, or political solidarity, with a group
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demographically distinct from their own. The basis for this
bond is the belief that both groups are experiencing difficulties stemming from unjust social forces. Furthermore, evidence
for these unjust social forces is found within the exploitative
service industry. Thus, the workplace is the means by which
one group discovers the struggles and obstacles faced by
another group which, in turn, forms the basis for coalitional
solidarity. Chapter 4 focuses on those participant workers who
did not express attitudes indicative of coalitional solidarity.
Chapter 5 explicates collective worker solidarity, described
by the author as those workers who attach political meaning
to their own identities as workers and who experience a political connection with other low-wage workers. Perhaps the most
significant of O'Brien's case study findings is highlighted in
this chapter, that is, the positive relationship between demographic-based group identification or consciousness and collective worker solidarity. As discussed in chapter 6, however, not
all of the interviewed workers experienced collective solidarity, and this chapter unveils the reasons why for some, "being
a worker doesn't mean a thing." Chapters 7 and 8 consider
the implications that the collective and coalitional solidarities,
embraced or rejected by workers, have for spawning political
activities aimed at bettering conditions within the low-wage
labor market. Chapter 9 is the concluding chapter and summarizes the key findings.
The book's findings have important implications for observers of poverty-related politics and policy. In comparison
with other advanced nations, America is a nation of tremendous demographic diversity with a high proportion of impoverished workers. Until now, a plethora of social welfare scholars have opined that these two characteristics are strongly
intertwined, and that America's diversity thwarted the development of regulations and programs which ensured adequate
wages and protections for workers. O'Brien's work calls this
into question, however, given that workers' awareness of their
demographic characteristics was associated with their workerbased identities. These findings provide a theoretical foundation for developing strategies aimed at improving the lot of
America's poor.
Moreover, the author's in-depth examination of worker
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solidarities, buttressed by a generous amount of insightful and
revealing quotes from the participants, as well as timely statistical analysis, legitimizes the book's conclusions. A shortcoming
of the book is the paucity of specific examples of what types of
activities and policies could emanate from its findings. Thus,
the book's potential as a catalyst for social change remains undeveloped. Nevertheless, the author's clarity, incisiveness and
use of methodological rigor results in a book that makes an important contribution to our understanding of how America's
working poor perceive themselves, and the implications these
perceptions could have for social action and policy.

Robert D. Weaver, University of Windsor
Chad Alan Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers: Relief, Rights, and
Race, from the Freedmen's Bureau to Workfare. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2008. $22.00 papercover.
The question of why the Western governments rapidly
expanded their social programs and increased social expenditures during the 20th century has generated a great deal of
scholarly research. Although a large number of explanations
have been offered, many are simplistic and deterministic, attributing the expansion of social programs to a single factor
such as industrialization, the role of interest groups or class
conflict. Today there is a greater awareness of the complexity of
the processes that contributed to the emergence of modem-day
welfare systems. Rather than seeking to identify a single cause,
contemporary research is much more nuanced and more interested in interpretation and analysis than simple explanation.
Goldberg's account of the historical evolution of welfare
programs in the United States since the mid-19th century is a
good example of the sophistication of more recent social policy
scholarship. His answer to the question of why and how social
programs evolve focuses on political struggles to classify those
who receive social benefits either as dependent paupers or
worthy citizens. At the center of his analysis is the concept of
citizenship and the way it is defined. Drawing on Marshall's
seminal contribution, he shows that the definition of citizenship is subject to interpretation. Those who are believed to be
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working hard and meeting society's expectations, are not only
defined as citizens but provided with generous benefits. On the
other hand, those who are defined as work-shy and irresponsible are subjected to mean and often coercive interventions.
Although popular opinion helps to shape these classifications,
it is primarily through the political process that those receiving benefits are defined. Policy debates resulting in social legislation are, Goldberg reveals, characterized by fierce struggles
around the citizenship issue. To illustrate his argument, he
neatly compares social welfare initiatives in the United States
at different times in the country's history. He begins with the
period after the Civil War and compares the very different ways
that beneficiaries of the Freedmen's Bureau's services were
treated in comparison to those who received Veteran's pensions. Next, he compares the activities of the Works Progress
Administration with the retirement provisions of the Social
Security Act. Although both were products of the New Deal,
their beneficiaries were defined very differently. Finally, New
York City's "workfare" program of the 1990s and the Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC) are compared. Again both produced
very different classifications of poor people with significant implications for the way they were perceived and treated. These
historical accounts are linked to issues of race, gender and cultural institutions but, the author concludes, it is ultimately the
definition of citizenship that shapes welfare provision.
The book is richly documented, drawing on a vast array of
authoritative sources and it clearly demonstrates the author's
scholarly credentials. He builds on previous research into the
dynamics of social welfare in the United States and gently
contests popular explanations of what are sometimes called
America's "reluctant welfare state." His book will undoubtedly provoke further debates. Although it is primarily concerned with explanation, its relevance for policy could have
received a little more attention. The question of how political
classificatory struggles can be changed to meet the needs of all
Americans, and not only those who are deemed worthy, still
needs to be answered. Nevertheless, this important book deserves to be widely read. It makes a significant contribution to
the literature.
James Midgley, University of California,Berkeley
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Mary Hilson, The Nordic Model: ScandinaviaSince 1945. London:
Reaktion Books, 2008. $24.95 papercover. (Available From
the University of Chicago Press.)
The concept of a Scandinavian or Nordic model first
emerged in the 1930s to refer to what was believed to be the
distinct political and social systems of Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. Although the idea of a Nordic
model grew in prominence in the twentieth century, scholars and policymakers have since had contrasting views on its
usefulness. Those on the political left believe that the equality, prosperity, social solidarity, and quality of life enjoyed by
the citizens of these "consensual democracies" reveal utopian
qualities worthy of emulation. Conservatives, however, question the sustainability of societies characterized by an extensive state welfare system, high taxes, numerous regulations,
and the social engineering of the lives of its members. The
strengths and weaknesses of the Nordic model are better appreciated when one understands how the model developed
over time.
In this book, Mary Hilson provides a comprehensive review
of the historical evolution and significance of the Nordic model.
However, the author further examines the similarities and differences in the historical processes of the Nordic countries
within the framework of the Nordic model to challenge the
common perception of Scandinavia as one coherent region. The
book begins by exploring the historical meanings of the term
Scandinavia. Rather than confront national identities, Hilson
explains that the term came to be viewed as a "second nationhood" by the countries in this region. She then surveys the political histories of the individual Nordic countries to trace the
roots of the Nordic model. She finds that despite differences
in state-building, these countries shared political cultures that
supported collectivism and conformism. Hilson argues that
although this image of Scandinavian democracies continues
to persist, it may be more a reflection of "collective nostalgia"
for a past era than a true picture of reality today. She points to
recent events such as the cartoon of the Prophet Muhammed in
Denmark in 2006 that cast doubts about Scandinavian democracies being remarkably different from the rest of Europe.
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The welfare state, however, continues to be what Hilson
calls "the epitome of Scandinavian distinctiveness." Is there a
Scandinavian economic model? Notwithstanding some differences in economic development, Hilson states that the Nordic
economies remain highly organized with a strong commitment to preserving their distinct welfare system. Focusing on
the Nordic welfare model, Hilson goes on to argue that while
there are similarities between the Nordic welfare states, it may
be better to refer to the Nordic model as "one model with five
exceptions."
Turning her attention to the role Scandinavia has played in
international relations, Hilson describes how the Scandinavian
model of social justice and "we-ness" came to be seen as a
model worth pursuing in peace-building efforts in other parts
of the world. However issues of ethnicity, multiculturalism,
and mass immigration have challenged the reputation of humanitarianism in Scandinavian societies. Policymakers in this
region debate whether the welfare state should support assimilation, integration, or multiculturalism. Recent political
and cultural responses to mass immigration also challenge
the Scandinavian "self-conception as the home of tolerance
and social justice" and their moral leverage in terms of foreign
policy. Hilson's final discussion focuses on the future of this
region in light of current economic and social forces and the potential significance of the Baltic Sea as a regional focal point.
Hilson's book challenges preconceived ideas of Scandinavia
as a homogeneous geo-political region. Her analysis provides
a solid background of the historical processes in the evolution
of the Nordic model and its significance over time. This book
will be helpful to readers interested in Scandinavia, the Nordic
welfare state model, and the lessons to be learned from the
economic and social forces influencing its development over
time.
Anupama Jacob, University of California,Berkeley
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Elijah Anderson, Against the Wall: Poor, Young, Black and Male.
Philadelphia: Pennsylvania University Press, Reissue
edition, 2009. $24.95 papercover.
To understand the factors that contribute to the plight and
the challenges that young black males face in their communities, numerous studies have been conducted and many scholars have offered their analyses on this issue. The young poor
black male resides at the apex of nearly every negative statistic
in the sociological and psychological literature. The sociological literature has a long list of negative descriptors in which to
identify the young black male. The following is a list of some
of those descriptors: incarcerated, unemployed, HIV-infected,
drug addicted high school drop out, and perpetrator of violent
crimes. Moreover, young black males are often portrayed as
hyper-masculine, hyper-sexual beings with a propensity to
create unintended pregnancies and subsequently become peripheral fathers.
Typically, the scholars on this topic take one of two positions to explain this phenomenon that is ravaging poor urban
black communities throughout the United States. The debate
centers on either the notion of black youth not taking personal responsibility for their actions as an explanation for these
young black males' behavior; or the notion that structural
issues, such as poverty, are the major cause for young black
males' predicaments. Typically, the debate and the analysis do
not seem to capture the numerous and intricate factors that
explain this plight. They are filtered through the same lens and
one is left with the same identified causes and lackluster solutions to these problems.
Thus, Elijah Anderson and colleagues assume a different
stance by offering a more thorough analysis of young black
males that is based on multiple reliable sources, such as empirical data, ethnographic research and explicit narratives from
the subjects themselves. Anderson brings to our attention and
helps us understand the realities of young black males who
are socialized in "concentrated poverty," segregation, poor
schools, disorganized families, and communities with a lack of
employment opportunities.
The book elaborates on numerous issues that adversely
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impinge on poor young black males and takes an extra step
by discussing several significant topics that are not usually
discussed in detail regarding this population. For instance, it
details the increasing suicide rate among young black males
between 15 and 24 years of age and the many factors that help
create this problem. The book discusses how suicide is typically considered a "white issue" and not something that adversely affects young black males.
The book elaborates on the ineffectiveness of institutional
psychological treatment for young black male offenders who
are released from those institutions and are returned to their
communities. It discusses how the psychological modalities
that are used in institutions may actually make black males
more apt to become victims of aggression in their communities and leave them ill prepared to navigate through the urban
terrain when they are released. The current psychological
treatment practices in institutions may have some detrimental
and unintended consequences which may partially explain the
high recidivism rate among black males.
Anderson takes a bold step and launches into uncharted
waters. He discusses the stereotypes and discriminatory practices that many young black males face when seeking employment from prospective employers. The book points out how
white males with criminal records typically have a higher
success rate in obtaining employment than young black males
with the same qualifications without a criminal record. One
concern is that the discussion on immigration could have illustrated a more relevant connection to the plight of young black
urban males who may be impacted by immigration issues.
However, the book is a thorough and chilling account of the
plight of young black males who reside in concentrated urban
poverty and present as hyper-masculine; thus, they are often
misunderstood, anonymous and negatively stereotyped. It
should be required reading for anyone who seeks the truth and
desires to truly understand the issues that young black males
face throughout their lives.
Paul G. Wright, CaliforniaState University, East Bay
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